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      The warmth of her Mirth-Magic tentatively hummed in Vera March’s sternum, golden and reluctant. She coaxed it upward, into her eyes, brightening her vision just enough to make out the merchant’s cramped handwriting in the margin of his account book. Most of his observations were useless—wool prices from three centuries ago, complaints about tariffs, a recipe for preserving cheese that he’d gotten from a farmer’s wife in exchange for silk ribbon. But there, squeezed between notations about the quality of Amberhill wine, she found it.

      The dragon of Frostpeak hoards more than gold. Saw the Heart-light myself during the trade, big as a man’s head, blazing like captured sun. Offered him my entire caravan for it—finest silks from the Eastern Reaches, casks of Amberhill wine, even my daughter’s dowry jewels (forgive me, Sarah). He laughed, said the world itself wasn’t worth that single piece. Never seen anything burn so bright, so pure. Makes a man understand why dragons hoard. Some treasures are worth more than kingdoms.

      Vera’s magic guttered out, leaving her gasping. Her vision dimmed back to the grey reality of candlelight and Gloom. But she’d seen enough. Her hands shook as she set the journal down, very carefully, as if it might shatter like everything else.

      “Three more villages.” Hugo Thatch’s voice came from the doorway, rough with cold and something worse than cold. “Millhaven, Copper’s End, and Little Westing. All gone dark.”

      The words hit like fists. Vera knew people in Millhaven—Rose, the baker’s daughter, who’d had the kind of laugh that made everyone around her start smiling without knowing why. Her mother had sourced rare pigments from Copper’s End, and Vera still had a jar of the blue they’d made from mountain flowers that didn’t grow anywhere else. Little Westing had managed a harvest festival last autumn, shortened but genuine, with dancing and songs that had made her magic sing in response.

      All of them, gone. Swallowed by the same hungry darkness that pressed against Thornwick’s failing defenses.

      Hugo crossed to the map table, his boots heavy on the floorboards. He’d been a carpenter for forty years, and his hands still bore the calluses and scars of honest work, but they trembled now as he marked three new red X’s on the map. The pattern they formed made Vera’s stomach clench. The marks were tightening around Thornwick like a noose, systematically cutting them off from any possibility of help or alliance or even news from the outside world.

      “How?” Vera asked, though she already knew.

      “Same as always.” Hugo lowered himself onto the bench across from her with a groan that spoke of joints that ached in the Gloom-damp. He set down a fresh mug of pine needle tea—still hot, which meant he’d been planning to come find her, had been delaying the news until he couldn’t anymore. “The Beacon failed. No one knows when, exactly. First sign was when the weekly trade wagon didn’t arrive from Millhaven. Garrett sent his son to investigate.” Hugo’s weathered face went tight. “Boy came back three hours ago. Won’t speak. Just sits by his mother’s fire, staring at nothing, and when she tries to touch him he flinches like she’s holding a blade.”

      Hugo reached into his coat and pulled out a battered leather journal—his father’s, Vera knew, from his soldiering days in the border wars. He flipped to a page marked with a strip of faded ribbon and pushed it toward her. “Been thinking about what you said the other day. About seeking the shards.” His calloused finger tapped a hand-drawn map. “My father served under Captain Aldric Thorne in the Eastern campaigns. Aldric was cousin to the dragon, before the transformation. When dragons still followed the old codes.”

      Vera leaned closer, squinting at the faded ink. The map showed mountain passes she didn’t recognize, marked with symbols that looked like a combination of military notation and something older.

      “There’s protocols,” Hugo said. “Ancient ones. Dragon law, they called it. A petitioner could approach a dragon’s lair under a flag of truce if they came seeking trade or treaty. Binding magic, older than the kingdoms. Even in his grief, even in his rage, Orion couldn’t break those laws without losing what made him dragon rather than beast.” He met her eyes. “But the approach has to be done right. Specific paths, specific words, specific offerings. Get it wrong and the old protections don’t hold.”

      “You think he’d honor something that old?” Vera asked, hope and skepticism warring in her chest.

      “Don’t know. But my father wrote that dragons can’t lie about their oaths. It’s in their nature, like fire and flight. If the laws still bind him at all...” Hugo trailed off, then added quietly, “It’s not much. But it’s more than walking in blind.”

      Through the eastern window, Vera could see Thornwick’s Beacon atop its tower. The crystalline spire caught what little light remained and transformed it, amplifying it into something that still held the Gloom at bay. But even from here, even through her exhaustion, she could feel it weakening. The silver-white glow had dimmed noticeably in the past week. Her parents had died creating that Beacon, had poured their life force into its construction in a ritual that should have protected Thornwick for a generation. Instead, it had bought them three years. Three years, and now it was burning itself out, consuming the last traces of the magic they’d sacrificed everything to create.

      “The council wants answers,” Hugo said. His voice was gentle, which somehow made it worse. “They’re gathering upstairs right now. You should prepare yourself.”

      “Prepare myself.” Vera heard the bitterness in her own voice and hated it, but couldn’t quite stop it either. “Should I tell them about my fantastic progress? How I’ve discovered seventeen failed theories in three days? Or maybe⁠—”

      Her finger had drifted back to the merchant’s journal, to that single margin note that might be truth or might be three-hundred-year-old exaggeration. She traced the words without looking down, her attention caught by the Beacon’s flicker through the window. When it failed—not if, but when—Thornwick would join the growing list of dead villages. Everyone she knew. Everyone she’d sworn to protect. All of them would fall to despair, and the Gloom would rush in to claim what remained.

      Unless she could find the Heart of Solstice. Or at least, its largest shard.

      “Vera?” Hugo’s voice seemed to come from very far away. “The council is waiting.”

      “I heard you.” She rose, her body protesting after hours bent over deteriorating texts. Her spine cracked, and her knees ached, and there was a crick in her neck that made turning her head an exercise in controlled pain. She touched the star clasp at her throat—her mother’s, worn every day since the funeral. The bronze was warm against her fingertips, though whether from her own body heat or some lingering trace of her mother’s magic, she couldn’t say. “Tell them I’m coming.”

      Hugo studied her with eyes that had watched her grow from a grief-shattered seventeen-year-old into Thornwick’s sole magical defender at twenty-six. He’d been the one to pull her away from her parents’ bodies after they’d completed the Beacon ritual, when their skin was still warm but already greying. He’d held her while she screamed, and later, when the screaming stopped and terrible numbness had set in, he’d made sure she ate, slept, kept breathing when all she’d wanted was to stop.

      “You found something,” he said.

      It wasn’t a question. Hugo had always been able to read her, had learned the language of her silences and the meaning behind her smiles. There was no point in lying to him, even if she’d wanted to.

      “Maybe,” Vera said. She gathered her research with hands that wanted to shake, treating each fragile page with the reverence due to dying things. Some of these texts were all that remained of entire libraries, saved by desperate scholars as their cities fell. Every water stain, every torn edge, every missing page was a small tragedy. “A reference to the Heart of Solstice. One of the shards, at least.”

      “And?” Hugo leaned forward, hope and dread warring in the lines of his face.

      Vera met his gaze directly. “It’s in a dragon’s hoard. In the Frostpeak Mountains.”

      The color drained from Hugo’s weathered face. His hand went to his throat, to the old scar that traced from ear to collarbone—a memento from his soldier days, before he’d come home to Thornwick and taken up his father’s carpentry tools. He’d seen battle, had faced down raiders and worse, but even that experience hadn’t prepared him for the name Vera didn’t need to speak.

      “The Ash-Bringer,” he said.

      Even in the relative safety of the hall, with the Beacon still burning and the walls still standing, the name seemed to drop the temperature ten degrees. Orion Thorn. The dragon who’d once burned cities in his grief-mad rage. The destroyer of the Heart itself, the author of the very catastrophe they now suffered under. He’d vanished into self-imposed exile centuries ago, but legends said he still lurked in his mountain fortress, brooding over treasures stolen from a hundred kingdoms. Mothers used his name to frighten children into obedience. Warriors swore oaths on his defeat that they knew they’d never have to keep.

      And Vera was considering walking into his lair.

      “It’s just a possibility,” she said, though her voice carried more certainty than her words implied. “One reference from a merchant who’s been dead for three hundred years. He might have been exaggerating. Might have been mistaken. Might have been lying to make himself seem more important when someone read his journals later.”

      “But you don’t think he was.”

      “No.” Vera touched the journal’s crumbling leather cover, feeling the texture of age beneath her palm. “Martin Elm was known for his accuracy. His trade records are some of the most reliable we have from that period. Other merchants used his notes to plan their routes, his price listings to negotiate deals. If he says he saw it...” She trailed off, letting Hugo draw his own conclusions.

      “You’re thinking of going.” Not a question. Hugo’s hands clenched around his tea mug hard enough that Vera heard the ceramic creak. “Child, that’s not a quest. That’s suicide dressed up in hope’s clothing.”

      Perhaps it was. Probably it was. But what alternative did they have? Wait here while the Beacon flickered and died? Watch her magic gutter out as despair consumed everyone she’d sworn to protect? Her parents had given everything, and she’d spent three years trying to make their sacrifice mean something. She couldn’t sit idle now.

      “What would you have me do?” The words came out sharper than she’d intended, frustration bleeding through exhaustion. “Sit here sorting through dusty books while the noose tightens? Make pretty lights to distract the children while their parents forget what hope feels like? I’ve already lost my parents to this fight, Hugo. I won’t lose everyone else by doing nothing.”

      “Your parents wouldn’t want⁠—”

      “My parents are dead.” Flat. Matter-of-fact. The words tasted like ash in her mouth, but she’d had three years to practice saying them without breaking. “They gave everything to create the Beacon, and it’s dying anyway. Three years, Hugo. They bought us three years, and what have we done with it? Huddled behind their sacrifice and hoarded days we should be spending in action.”

      Hugo opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. Whatever he saw in her face made him change tack. “At least let me come with you.”

      “You’re needed here.” Vera softened her voice with effort, reaching across the table to grip his scarred hand. “When—if—the Beacon fails before I return, Thornwick will need someone the people trust. Someone to keep them together, keep them from scattering. That’s you, Hugo. It’s always been you.”

      The council chamber occupied the hall’s upper floor, accessed by stairs that announced every step with groans and creaks. Vera could hear the voices before she reached the landing—fear wearing the mask of anger, desperation dressed up as authority, hopelessness trying to sound like strength. She paused with her hand on the rail, closing her eyes, trying to summon enough genuine optimism to fuel even the smallest working of magic, forcing the sound of their despair into controllable silence.

      She thought of Rose’s laugh in Millhaven, bright and infectious. She thought of her mother’s paint-stained fingers, always creating beauty even when beauty felt pointless. She thought of summer festivals when the Heart of Solstice had been whole and the world had made sense, when children had danced in the square and lovers had stolen kisses under lantern light and everyone had known, bone-deep, that tomorrow would come and it would be good.

      Her Mirth-Magic responded like a sick dog trying to wag its tail—weak, but willing. It would have to be enough.

      The five remaining council members sat around the carved oak table like crows at a funeral, all dark clothes and sharp eyes. Their faces turned toward her in unison as she entered, and Vera saw hope and accusation warring in their expressions. She was their defender, their last mage, the daughter of the heroes who’d saved them. She was also the woman who hadn’t saved them yet, who kept promising solutions that never quite materialized, who stood between them and the dark but couldn’t push it back.

      “Miss March.” Councilor Garrett spoke first, his voice carrying the peculiar exhaustion of someone who’d been arguing in circles for hours. He was thin as winter branches and about as flexible, all sharp angles and brittle pride. “We’ve been discussing the situation.”

      The situation. As if the slow death of their world could be reduced to such a bloodless, bureaucratic term.

      “The Beacon weakens daily.” Councilor Marta twisted her hands in her apron, kneading invisible dough—a compulsion she couldn’t seem to stop, even though her bakery had produced no bread for weeks. Grain wouldn’t grow in Gloom-touched soil, and their stored supplies dwindled with each rationed meal. “My daughter asks me every morning if today will be the day it fails. She’s seven years old, and she’s already planning what she’ll take when we have to run.” Her voice rose, taking on a sharp edge of hysteria. “But I can’t tell her the truth, can I? That there’s nowhere to run to? That every village we might flee to is already dead or dying? So I lie to my child every single morning, and she knows I’m lying, and we both pretend—” She broke off, pressing shaking hands to her mouth.

      “Tell her we’re working on a solution,” Vera said, though the words sounded hollow even to her own ears.

      “We’ve been ‘working on a solution’ for three years.” Councilor Ewan pulled out his ledger—he always had it with him now, as if recording their decline might somehow make it manageable. He flipped to a page dense with entries, his merchant’s hand precise even in crisis. “Since your parents’ sacrifice. I’ve tracked every failed experiment, every exhausted resource, every broken promise of aid from neighboring settlements. Three hundred and seventeen separate attempts to strengthen the Beacon. Forty-two expeditions to find magical artifacts. Fifteen separate appeals to the Council of Mages in the capital—all unanswered.” He looked up, and his eyes were hard. “You want numbers? I have numbers. We have grain for nineteen more days at current rationing. Fuel for twenty-three. The Beacon’s light output has decreased by eight percent in the last month alone. At current rate of decline, it fails in forty-two days, give or take three.” He snapped the ledger shut. “I can account for our death down to the day, Miss March. What I can’t account for is a single reason to hope.”

      The words struck like physical blows, each one aimed at wounds that had never properly healed. Her parents had been powerful Mirth-Mages, their combined strength enough to create the protective spire that had bought Thornwick three years of life. They’d known it would kill them. They’d done it anyway. And Vera, with her weaker magic and her desperate determination, had been trying to make their sacrifice mean something ever since.

      “I may have found something,” she said before they could continue cataloging her inadequacies. “A lead on one of the Heart of Solstice’s shards.”

      The chamber fell silent. Even the ever-present wind that whistled through Thornwick’s streets seemed to pause, holding its breath. Somewhere in the village below, a shutter banged against a wall with a rhythm like a slow heartbeat.

      “The Heart was destroyed,” Councilor Garrett said slowly, as if explaining basic facts to a particularly dim child. “Shattered by the Ash-Bringer himself centuries ago. Everyone knows this. The pieces were scattered, lost, absorbed back into the earth itself. Multiple scholars have confirmed⁠—”

      “Shattered, yes.” Vera moved to the chamber’s narrow window, looking down at the village square. A few bundled figures hurried between buildings, heads down, no one lingering in the open anymore. She remembered when children had played there, when lovers had met by the fountain that now stood dry and cracked. “But not destroyed. Not absorbed. The pieces still exist, scattered across the continent. If we can gather them, if we can reforge the Heart before the Solstice Festival⁠—”

      “Fairy tales,” Councilor Ewan spat. “Desperate fantasies cooked up by desperate people. Next you’ll be telling us about magic beans and golden geese.”

      Vera didn’t hesitate. She turned to face them, letting three days without proper sleep sharpen her words into weapons. “Then give me something better. Show me your brilliant plan to save Thornwick. Spread out your maps and strategies and clever solutions. Because from where I stand, all I see are people waiting to die comfortably rather than fighting to live.”

      “Now see here—” Councilor Garrett began, rising from his chair.

      “Girl’s got spine, at least.” Grandmother Ash’s cackle cut through the building argument like a knife through butter. She sat in the corner, ancient and bent but with eyes that still sparked with stubborn life. She’d outlived three husbands, seven children, and more disasters than anyone could count. If the Gloom thought it could break her, it had seriously miscalculated. “More than can be said for some present. Where’s this shard, then?”

      Vera hesitated. Once spoken, the words couldn’t be unsaid. The council would react, and their reaction would either support her or condemn her, and either way her path would be set. But they were past the point of comfortable lies, past the luxury of convenient truths. They needed to know what she planned, even if it terrified them.

      Especially if it terrified them.

      “According to my research,” she said, “the largest piece lies in the Frostpeak Mountains. In the hoard of the dragon Orion Thorn.”

      The temperature in the room plummeted. Councilor Marta’s hand flew to her throat, clutching the small comfort charm her grandmother had passed down—one of the few bits of old magic still functioning in Thornwick. Ewan’s ledger slipped from suddenly nerveless fingers and hit the floor with a slap that sounded too loud in the frozen silence. Even Grandmother Ash went still, her usual irreverence replaced by something that looked uncomfortably like fear.

      “The Ash-Bringer,” Councilor Garrett whispered. “You would seek out the very monster who destroyed the Heart? The creature who burned the world in his madness? That’s your solution?”

      “I would seek out whoever has what we need to survive.” Vera’s amber eyes caught the candlelight, her magic responding to her determination despite its weakness, making them glow faintly in the dim room. “The Solstice Festival approaches. Six weeks remain before the longest night. If the Heart isn’t restored by then, if we can’t channel the collective joy of celebration through it like our ancestors did, the Gloom wins. Not just here. Everywhere. Every village, every city, everyone. This isn’t just about Thornwick anymore. It’s about whether hope survives at all.”

      “And if the dragon kills you?” Hugo asked quietly from the doorway. Vera hadn’t heard him follow her up the stairs, but of course he had. He always did. “What happens to Thornwick’s defenses then?”

      “The same thing that happens if I stay here and do nothing.” Vera spread her hands, palms up, offering them the brutal mathematics of their situation. “The Beacon fails, the Gloom rushes in, and everyone dies. At least this way there’s a chance. A small one, maybe. A foolish one, probably. But a chance.”

      “What about asking for help?” Grandmother Ash’s voice cut through the room like a blade. “Seems to me you’re mighty quick to throw yourself on a pyre when there might be other hands to share the burden.”

      Vera felt something twist in her chest. “There’s no one else. No one with the knowledge, no one with magic strong enough⁠—”

      “No one you’ve asked,” Grandmother Ash said. “No one you’ve trusted with the task. Just like your mother.” The old woman’s eyes were sharp, seeing too much. “She was the same way. Had to carry the world herself, couldn’t bear to let anyone else risk themselves. Is that what this is? You running off to die noble like she did, thinking that’s what love looks like?”

      “That’s not—” Vera started, but her voice caught. Because wasn’t it? Hadn’t she spent three years holding everyone at arm’s length, taking every burden on herself, refusing help because accepting it meant admitting she couldn’t do this alone? Meant admitting that maybe her parents’ sacrifice hadn’t been noble at all, but the same fatal flaw she’d inherited—the inability to trust anyone else to share the weight.

      “You’re already planning not to come back,” Hugo said, and it wasn’t a question. “I can see it in how you’re standing. You’re saying goodbye.”

      “I’m planning to save everyone,” Vera said, but the words came out defensive, sharp-edged.

      “By sacrificing yourself,” Ewan said, and for once his voice held something other than bitterness. Almost like pity. “You think that’s what they need? Another martyr? Your parents died making the Beacon, and you think the answer is to die fetching a shard from a dragon who’ll probably kill you on sight?” He shook his head. “That’s not strategy, Miss March. That’s just grief dressed up as purpose.”

      The walk back to her workshop gave Vera time to second-guess every word she’d said to the council, every grand claim and desperate promise. Her workshop occupied a converted stable behind the halls.

      She began pulling supplies from their places, each item chosen with the care of someone who knew they might not get a second chance. Travel rations that wouldn’t spoil when touched by Gloom—hardtack sealed in blessed salt, dried meat wrapped in waxed cloth, a few precious apples that had been grown before the taint reached Thornwick’s orchards. Her mother’s cloak, treated with protective wards that had faded but might still offer some small defense. Her father’s compass, which pointed not north but toward the strongest source of positive emotion—useless these days, since such sources barely existed, but she couldn’t leave it behind. Her mother’s journal, its pages filled with notes about the Heart’s original construction, theories about its true nature, and pressed flowers from happier times.

      And in the locked drawer at the bottom of her workbench, wrapped in cloth that had once been blessed but now was just fabric, a map.

      Vera pulled it out with hands that trembled slightly, spreading it across her desk. Not just to the Frostpeak Mountains—every child knew where those peaks clawed at the sky like broken teeth. But to the hidden paths that might, just might, lead to the dragon’s lair without triggering whatever territorial warnings he’d surely set. The paths that wound through valleys the Gloom had claimed, past ruins of settlements that had fallen to despair, into the domain of a creature who’d once burned entire cities in his rage.

      The map had cost her everything she’d saved since her parents’ death. Two years of carefully hoarded coins, every copper she could spare, traded to a dying cartographer who’d claimed his grandfather had walked these paths and lived. Martin Elm, grandson of the merchant whose journal she’d been reading. He’d sworn with his last breath that the routes were real, that his grandfather had traded with the dragon decades before the transformation into the Ash-Bringer. The paths were safe, he’d promised. Or at least, as safe as any path to a dragon’s lair could be.

      Of course, that was before the grief. Before the madness. Before Orion Thorn had become the monster of nightmares.

      Vera traced the marked route with one finger, memorizing turns and landmarks she might never see. Through the edges of the Ashwood Tangle, where the Gloom ran thickest and travelers sometimes wandered for days without finding their way out. Past the ruins of Millhaven now, she supposed, though the map predated its fall. Into the foothills where the temperature dropped and the air grew thin and every shadow might hide claws and fire.

      As she packed, she found herself thinking about the dragon himself. What drove someone to such destruction? The legends spoke of betrayal, of lost love, but details were scarce and often contradictory. Some claimed he’d been cursed by a vengeful rival. Others said he’d gone mad from hoarding too much magic, that power corrupted even the most noble hearts. But the merchant’s journal had mentioned something different—that the dragon had laughed when offered the world’s wealth for a single shard. Not the laugh of madness, but something sadder. The laugh of someone who’d found the greatest treasure and knew it would never be enough to fill the emptiness inside.

      She worked through the night, and as dawn approached—though dawn was just a slightly lighter shade of grey these days, barely distinguishable from the darkness that preceded it—she stood ready. Pack secured with everything she might need and several things she probably wouldn’t. Her mother’s cloak fastened with the star clasp that had become her talisman. Her father’s emergency blade at her hip, though what good steel would do against dragon fire she couldn’t imagine. Determination wrapped around her like armor, thin and probably insufficient but all she had.

      Hugo waited by the village gates, because of course he did. Hugo, who’d watched her grow up, who’d held her when she broke, who’d never quite forgiven himself for not being able to save her parents. Beside him stood Grandmother Ash, leaning heavily on her walking stick but with her chin raised in defiance of age and Gloom and common sense alike. A few others had gathered too—people who’d heard whispers of her mission, who’d dragged themselves out in the pre-dawn grey to see her off. Their faces showed that peculiar mixture of hope and resignation that Vera had come to recognize, the expression of people who wanted to believe but had forgotten how.

      “Couldn’t let you leave without saying goodbye,” Hugo said, his voice rough with emotion he was trying unsuccessfully to hide.

      “I’m coming back,” Vera said, and tried to make it true through sheer force of will.

      “Course you are.” Grandmother Ash shuffled forward, pressing something into Vera’s hand. A small wooden token, its surface worn smooth by generations of handling, carved with symbols so old their meaning had been lost to time. The wood was warm to the touch, as if it held some ember of magic even the Gloom couldn’t quite extinguish. “Was my grandmother’s grandmother’s. Don’t know what it does, if anything. But seems the sort of thing a girl should have when going to beard a dragon in his den.”

      Others came forward then, offering small gifts from their poverty. A vial of water from the last clean spring, clear and cold. A packet of seeds that might still grow if the Gloom ever lifted, if spring ever came again. A child’s drawing of the sun—just a yellow circle with rays, but creased and precious, carried like a talisman. Each gift was simultaneously a weight and a blessing, a burden of expectation and an offering of faith. They were trusting her with their hopes, fragile as soap bubbles and just as likely to burst.

      Hugo pulled her into a fierce embrace that smelled of sawdust and pine needle tea and home. “Your parents would be proud,” he whispered against her hair, his voice breaking on the words. “Terrified out of their minds, but proud.”

      “I know,” Vera said, and felt the truth of it settle in her bones alongside the fear.

      Then she was walking, one foot in front of the other, toward the grey horizon where the Frostpeak Mountains rose like tombstones against the sky. Behind her, the Thornwick Beacon flickered atop its tower, its light dimmer than it had been even yesterday, counting down the days until darkness won. She didn’t look back. The road stretched ahead into uncertainty, into probable death, into a dragon’s lair and a desperate gamble that the world could still be saved.
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      Orion Thorn felt the disturbance in the magical currents before he heard the first footfall on his mountain.

      He stood before the Heart shard, one hand extended but not quite touching, watching the crystal pulse with dying light. Three hundred years he had performed this ritual, forcing himself to witness what he had destroyed. The shard sat on its pedestal of twisted gold, large as a man’s head, each flicker weaker than the last. Once it had blazed bright enough to illuminate kingdoms, its light visible from leagues away, a beacon of hope that had drawn pilgrims and dreamers. Now it guttered like a candle in its final hours, counting down to an ending he had set in motion when he shattered the Heart itself. He measured its decline with the precision of the damned—another decade and the light would fail completely, and with it the last ember of what the world had been before his rage consumed it.

      The chamber stretched cathedral-vast around him, shadows pooling in corners where his lesser treasures gathered dust despite preservation spells that should have kept them pristine. Suits of armor from kingdoms that no longer existed stood like silent sentinels, their steel tarnished by time he could not quite hold at bay. The armor of King Aldric’s champion, who had died trying to stop him. The ceremonial plate of the Silver Guard, crushed beneath his claws. Each piece carefully arranged, catalogued, preserved as testament to destruction rather than glory. Tapestries depicting heroes he had killed or broken hung from walls that reached up into darkness—he could name every face, recite every noble lineage he had ended. Books of magic lined shelves that had once held the accumulated wisdom of entire civilizations, their authors’ pleas for mercy still echoing in his memory when he allowed himself to listen. Weapons that had slain demons and saved kingdoms lay scattered like discarded toys across tables of black marble, each one claimed from cooling fingers. And in the far corner, barely visible in the gloom, a child’s wooden dragon sat on a velvet cushion—a toy from a village he had destroyed, kept because some part of him needed to remember that children had played there once, that innocence had existed before his fire consumed it.

      Each piece a monument to acquisition, to the dragon’s need to possess and keep and hoard. Each piece a failure to fill the emptiness. He had spent three centuries trying to smother guilt beneath gold, trying to pack the void with treasures until the weight of beauty might somehow balance the weight of sin. But no amount of accumulated wonder could fill what Isadora’s betrayal had hollowed out, and no hoard of artifacts could substitute for the connection he had severed when he chose vengeance over reason. Every morning he woke to find the guilt still burning in his chest, bright as the day he had realized what he had done, and the treasures surrounding him felt less like wealth and more like the bars of a cage he had built from his own failures.

      None of it mattered. Only the Heart shard mattered, and it was dying because he had killed it.

      He had arranged his throne specifically so the Heart shard would be the first thing he saw upon waking, the last before sleeping. Not that dragons truly slept—they waited, they brooded, they lingered in the space between dreams and waking where memories sharpened into weapons against themselves. Three hundred years of this vigil, this self-imposed penance, watching the light fade by imperceptible degrees. Some might call it madness. He called it justice. The world had no executioner capable of punishing him adequately, so he had taken on the task himself, architect of his own damnation.

      The tremor came again, stronger now, rippling through the ley lines that wound through his mountain like veins through flesh. Closer. More distinct. He tilted his head, dragon senses extending beyond the stone walls, tasting the disturbance with more than human perception.

      The sensation had a particular quality to it, like music played in a key he had not heard for centuries. Most intrusions into his domain announced themselves with greed—a grasping, hungry energy that scraped against his territorial instincts like rusted metal dragged across stone. Treasure hunters came with avarice that preceded them, stinking of desperation and false courage, their intentions so loud he could taste them leagues away. This was different. Warmer. Lighter. The magical signature carried an impossible brightness, like sunlight through honey, like laughter that had not yet learned bitterness. Almost... hopeful.

      Hope. Now there was a word he had not associated with anything for longer than most kingdoms had existed.

      Orion’s eyes, silver in this form but capable of flashing gold when his dragon nature stirred, narrowed as he extended his awareness further. His human shape stood motionless before the Heart shard, but his consciousness ranged across his domain like a hunting falcon. Every stone of this mountain knew his touch, every ward and trap and hidden passage answered to his will. He felt the intruder’s progress through the disruption they caused—not breaking his defenses so much as... warming them. As if hope itself was a solvent against despair.

      Impossible. He had woven his protections from three centuries of accumulated sorrow. They should have turned back anyone with the capacity for joy long before they reached the lower slopes.

      Treasure hunters came sometimes, though fewer now than in decades past. The Gloom discouraged such ambitions, draining the will from would-be thieves before they could even attempt the climb. He had watched kingdoms rise and fall, had seen the world slowly suffocate under the gray pall that spread from the shattered Heart. Once, adventurers had come in companies, in parties of brave fools seeking glory. Now they came alone, if at all, and never for glory—only for the desperate hope that stealing from a dragon might somehow save whatever small corner of the world they still cared about.

      He had stopped bothering to kill them personally decades ago. The mountain did the work for him, its defenses honed to lethal precision. The last one had been five years ago, a knight-errant seeking glory and gold to win some fool maiden’s hand. Orion had left the man’s bones at the mountain’s base as a courtesy to other fools, arranged with care so the message was clear. The armor he had added to his collection, though it brought him no joy. Nothing brought him joy anymore. That was rather the point of this existence—to live without joy, without comfort, without anything that might dull the edge of what he deserved to feel.

      But this presence felt different in ways that prickled against every instinct.

      Where most intruders brought greed that scraped against his territorial instincts like nails on stone, this one carried something else entirely. A warmth in the magical spectrum he had not encountered in so long he had nearly forgotten its taste. It reminded him of festival nights before the world went dark, when cities glowed with lantern light and music spilled from every window. Of laughter that was not bitter, of hope that had not yet curdled into despair. Of Isadora’s smile before she⁠—

      No. He would not think of her. Not now. Not when he needed his mind clear and cold.

      But the word rose unbidden from memories he had buried beneath centuries of self-imposed exile, surfacing like a drowned thing: Mirth-Magic.

      The recognition sent a shock through his system sharp enough to make his human form shiver. He had encountered Mirth-Mages before, in the time before. Before Isadora. Before the betrayal. Before he had become the Ash-Bringer and painted the sky with smoke and sorrow, before his name became a curse mothers used to frighten children into obedience.

      They had been rare even then, these wielders of joy, born with magic that drew from delight rather than sacrifice. He remembered one at the court of King Aldric—a young man whose laughter could literally light up a room, whose presence made even hardened warriors smile despite themselves. Tavin. His name had been Tavin, and he had tried to stop Orion’s rampage with nothing but hope and a foolish belief that joy could turn aside rage. The boy had died in the first week, not by Orion’s claw directly, but crushed in the stampede when the dragon attacked the capital and the crowds fled in terror. Orion had found his body later, light extinguished, joy ended, pinned beneath a merchant’s cart. Another sin to add to his collection, another face to see when he closed his eyes.

      His hand moved involuntarily to the hidden locket beneath his dark shirt, feeling its weight against his chest. The metal was warm, as it always was, holding the echo of what he had lost. What he had destroyed. Inside, Isadora’s portrait waited, painted with magical pigments that preserved not just her image but echoes of her laughter, crystallized joy from before she had revealed her true nature. He had sealed it centuries ago—opening it would release those preserved memories into the air, where they would dissipate like morning mist. As long as it remained closed, she was still there, still laughing, still his in some small way. Still the woman he had believed her to be, before she proved that love itself could be a weapon.

      The intruder climbed higher. He could track her progress by the warming of his wards, by the way his carefully cultivated despair seemed to retreat before her advance.

      Orion moved from the Heart shard to one of the observation alcoves with the fluid grace of a predator, his tall form casting long shadows in the chamber’s silver light. Each movement was precise, controlled, the product of centuries of discipline. He gestured, and the scrying crystals awakened, showing him various views of the mountain’s approaches. The crystals hummed with power, fed by ley lines he had spent decades bending to his will. They showed him the barren slopes, the killing ice fields, the paths that led only to death.

      There. On the third crystal, which monitored the old servant’s path.

      A figure in a travel-worn cloak moved with desperate determination through winds that should have turned anyone back, that should have frozen the hope in their veins and sent them stumbling down the mountain in defeat. The path she followed had not been used in over a century—the entrance was hidden behind an illusion of solid rock, and the route itself was treacherous even for those who knew it existed. Narrow ledges over killing drops, false handholds that would crumble at a touch, winds that gusted with force enough to tear a person from the mountainside. Yet she moved with confidence, as if following a map that had been studied until committed to memory.

      Impossible. He had destroyed all the maps. He had hunted down every cartographer who had ever charted routes to his lair, paid them off or frightened them into silence or, when necessary, ensured they could never speak of what they knew. The knowledge should have died with the old world, buried under three centuries of accumulated secrecy.

      Yet there she was, one hand trailing along the rock face for balance, the other clutching something at her throat. As he watched, she stumbled on a hidden ice patch—one he had specifically positioned to catch the unwary—catching herself with surprising grace. The movement knocked back her hood, and he got his first clear look at the intruder’s face.

      A woman. Young, perhaps mid-twenties, though with humans it was always difficult to tell with precision. Auburn hair that caught what little sunlight pierced the Gloom, twisted into practical braids that spoke of someone who knew how to move through wilderness without vanity getting in the way. A face that would have been pretty if not for the exhaustion carved into every line, the dark circles under her eyes, the pallor of someone who had pushed far beyond wise limits. And her eyes—even at this distance, through the crystal’s distant sight, he could see them blazing with golden light, the unmistakable mark of active Mirth-Magic burning at full intensity.

      She was burning through her power just to maintain warmth against his mountain’s killing cold, and he could see the cost written in her movements. Each step came slower than the last, each breath visible in the frozen air carried a slight wheeze, and her magic flickered like a candle in wind rather than blazing steady. Wasteful beyond measure—any dragon hatchling would know better than to pour power into simple survival when conservation meant the difference between success and death. But humans rarely understood efficiency, and Mirth-Mages in particular seemed incapable of hoarding their strength. Incredibly brave or incredibly stupid. Possibly both, in the way that so often characterized those who attempted impossible things without proper respect for the resources required.

      She should not have lasted this long. The wards he had placed on the mountain were designed to drain hope with the same efficiency a leech drained blood, to make each step feel heavier than the last until intruders simply gave up and turned back, convinced that whatever treasure they sought was not worth this grinding despair. The mountain itself whispered poison—reminders of failure, echoes of loss, the certainty that nothing good waited at the summit. Yet she pushed forward, and where she stepped, impossible things happened at terrible cost. Tiny flowers bloomed in the frost—snow roses that should not exist, could not exist, yet sparkled into being from her unconscious magic. He watched her stumble as each blossom manifested, watched her magic dim perceptibly with every small creation, watched her drain herself drop by precious drop for these acts of defiance. The flowers lasted mere seconds before the cold claimed them, and she was spending life force for beauty that would not survive to be witnessed. Each blossom cost her, and she created them anyway, unable to stop her magic from answering despair with joy even as it killed her by degrees.

      Joy magic. Creation magic. The opposite of everything he had become, everything he had chosen to be.

      The smart response would be to trigger an avalanche. End this before it began, before whatever she sought could disturb the equilibrium he had spent three centuries establishing. He had done it before when necessity demanded, when intruders proved too persistent or too skilled. A rumble of displaced snow, a brief cry cut short, and then silence. Clean. Simple. Safe. By the old laws—the draconic codes that predated human kingdoms—he was well within his rights. An uninvited intruder in a claimed hoard-territory forfeited all protection. The ancient texts were explicit: “That which enters uninvited becomes property of the hoard, to be claimed or discarded as the keeper wills.” No guilt, no obligation, no question of morality. She had crossed into sovereign dragon territory, and that made her fate his to decide. The only calculation that mattered was ownership: she had threatened the equilibrium of the hoard, and therefore, her fate was his to decide. To spare her was to consciously relinquish the dragon’s sacred right to discard what no longer served the whole. His hand moved toward the control rune that would bring down half the mountainside, fingers tracing the pattern that would activate ancient magic, and he felt the rightness of it settle into his bones.

      The power of control settled cold and satisfying in his chest. But the thought of the alternative—the sheer weakness of letting a desired thing walk away—felt like a structural failure that threatened to collapse the mountain around him.

      This was law. This was tradition. This was what dragons did.

      And stopped.

      The dragon in him stirred—not the usual possessive rage at intrusion, not the territorial fury that came when others dared set foot in his domain, but something else entirely. Curiosity, perhaps. When had he last been curious about anything? When had anything surprised him enough to stay his hand? The beast within, which had been content to sulk in the depths of his consciousness for decades, now pressed forward with interest that felt almost foreign. And beneath that curiosity, something more troubling: hesitation. Three centuries ago, before Isadora’s betrayal had taught him the price of trust, he would not have hesitated. The old laws were absolute, and dragons who questioned their own sovereignty over their territory soon found themselves challenged by younger, more decisive rivals. But he had no rivals now. No flight to maintain standing with. No draconic court to judge his choices. Only the weight of law written for a world that no longer existed, and a growing suspicion that following those laws had become habit rather than necessity, tradition rather than truth.

      Bright, the dragon whispered in the wordless way of deep instincts, in the language that preceded thought. Warm. Different. Ours.

      “Different,” Orion murmured aloud, his breath fogging in the chamber’s chill despite the preservation spells that should have regulated temperature. His voice, deep and cultured with the refined accent of courts that no longer existed, carried the weight of ages and the rust of disuse. Speaking to himself had become a habit in the isolation, the only conversation he permitted. “How disappointing. I thought I had trained you out of such optimism centuries ago.”

      But he did not trigger the avalanche. His fingers fell away from the rune, and he felt the dragon’s satisfaction like a purr in his bones.

      Instead, he watched her navigate the killing field of the middle approach, where the path narrowed to a ledge barely two feet wide with a thousand-foot drop on one side and sheer cliff face on the other. Most who reached this point froze, paralyzed by terror, and he would find them later, frozen to the stone, having died of exposure rather than risk moving forward or back. She moved carefully but without the paralysis of terror that claimed most who made it this far. When wind gusted, threatening to tear her from the path, she pressed against the rock face and waited it out with patience that spoke of planning rather than panic. Someone had told her about the wind patterns, about the moments between gusts, about the rhythm of death on this mountain.

      She had prepared for this. Studied. Someone had told her about the wind patterns, the safe spots, the handholds that looked solid but would crumble at a touch, the ice patches that appeared stable but concealed air pockets beneath. Someone had wanted her to succeed in reaching him.

      Or someone had wanted her to die in a very specific way, sending her with just enough knowledge to get her killed in a manner that would send him a message. He had seen that before too—enemies sending assassins they knew would fail, just to test his defenses or to demonstrate their reach. But assassins did not usually burn with Mirth-Magic. They did not trail hope like a perfume, did not leave impossible flowers blooming in their wake.

      She disappeared into the lower entrance, the servants’ way that led through a maze of tunnels to the fortress proper. He could track her progress by the warming of the ley lines, by the way shadows seemed to retreat from her presence as if they found her light uncomfortable. She was following the old routes exactly, making turns without hesitation, choosing the correct passage at every intersection where a wrong choice would lead to sealed chambers or killing traps. Definitely a map then, and an accurate one. But whose? And why now, after so long? Who remained alive that remembered these paths?

      He should meet her in the tunnels. Dragon form would be impossible in those confined spaces—even his smallest manifestation would not fit through passages built for human servants—but his human shape was dangerous enough. Faster than any mortal, stronger than any warrior, with reflexes honed by combat that had lasted centuries. He could snap her neck before she even saw him, quick and merciful, and take whatever trinket she sought. They always wanted something, some specific treasure, as if one piece of his hoard would be enough to fix whatever they thought was broken.

      But that would mean he would never know why she had come. Never know who had sent her. Never know what could drive a Mirth-Mage to seek out the destroyer of joy itself, what desperation could override the survival instinct that should have screamed at her to turn back. The questions prickled at him, and he realized with faint surprise that he wanted answers more than he wanted the simple solution of death.

      The Heart shard pulsed, and his attention snapped back to it. Its dying light painted his face in shades of gold and shadow, but was it his imagination, or did it burn slightly brighter than it had moments before? No. Impossible. The Heart had been fading steadily for three centuries, as regular as the tide, declining at a rate he had calculated with mathematical precision. It did not suddenly change its pattern. It could not.

      Yet as the Mirth-Mage drew closer, ascending through his tunnels like hope rising through darkness, the shard’s light seemed to quicken. Like a sleeping thing stirring toward wakefulness, like embers that had been cold suddenly remembering warmth. The pulse came faster, stronger, and the chamber brightened by degrees so subtle he might have imagined them. Except he did not imagine things. Dragons did not indulge in fantasy.

      “Interesting,” Orion said to the empty chamber, the word falling into silence that swallowed it.

      The dragon stirred again, more insistently now, pressing against the barriers he had erected to keep the beast contained. It wanted to see this intruder up close. Wanted to smell her, to understand what she was, to know why her presence made the Heart shard respond. The beast had been silent for so long, content to sulk in the depths of his consciousness, satisfied with the punishment they had agreed upon. Why did it care now? What had changed?

      Mine, it whispered, so softly he could pretend he had not heard it. But the word resonated in his bones, vibrated in his teeth, echoed in places that had been empty for centuries.

      “Nothing is ours,” Orion said aloud, an old argument with himself, a reminder that had become ritual. “We forfeited the right to possession when we destroyed everything we touched. We are the hoard-keeper but not the hoard-haver. We maintain but do not own. That is the punishment we chose.”

      The dragon subsided, but he could feel its attention fixed on the approaching presence, unwavering as a hunting hawk’s focus. Waiting. Watching. Wanting in ways that sent alarm bells ringing through his carefully ordered thoughts.

      Footsteps echoed from the entrance corridor, the sound carrying through stone with crystalline clarity. Light footsteps, but tired, each one placed with care that spoke of dwindling strength. The climb would have exhausted anyone, let alone someone maintaining magic in the thin air, burning power to stay warm against cold designed to kill. She would be weak, vulnerable, easy prey for something that had hunted the deadliest creatures of a dozen kingdoms.

      Yet she did not move like prey. Even exhausted, even dying on her feet, her steps had purpose. Determination. She knew exactly where she was going, and that knowledge gave her strength that should have failed leagues ago.

      Orion returned to his throne, settling into a pose of casual indifference that was entirely calculated. He draped himself across the obsidian seat like a lounging cat, one leg crossed over the other, fingers steepled beneath his chin. Let her come to him. Let her see what she had walked into, let the full weight of his presence and his hoard press down upon her until she understood the magnitude of her mistake. The chamber’s entrance was designed to overwhelm—doorway opening onto a vista of accumulated centuries, treasures beyond the dreams of avarice, wealth that could have rebuilt kingdoms piled like kindling. It had broken more than one would-be thief’s mind, the sheer impossibility of it all, the weight of so much want made manifest.

      She entered his hoard chamber like dawn breaking—gradual, then all at once, a slow brightening that seemed to push back the shadows.

      For a moment she simply stood there, swaying slightly, one hand braced against the doorframe for support. Her face was even paler up close, sheened with sweat despite the cold, and he could hear her heart hammering with exhaustion and fear and something that might have been awe. She was taking in the impossible scope of his collection, and he watched her face, waiting for the greed to show. They always showed greed eventually, even the noble ones. Especially the noble ones, who thought their righteousness entitled them to his treasures, who believed that wanting something for a good cause made theft somehow virtuous.

      But her gaze swept over gold and jewels without stopping, past the weapons of legends and the armor of fallen heroes, beyond the books of power whose spines glowed with captured magic. Her eyes fixed on one thing only, with the precision of an arrow finding its mark.

      The Heart shard.

      “Magnificent,” she breathed, and there was pain in her voice. Not greed. Not awe. Pain, as if seeing something beloved that had been lost, as if the sight of it wounded her in ways she had not expected. Her hand rose unconsciously to her throat, clutching at something he could not quite see.

      She moved toward the shard without hesitation, drawn like a moth to flame, and her exhaustion seemed to fall away. Her magic flared in response, gold light rising from her skin like dawn, and for a moment the chamber filled with radiance. Shadows fled to corners they had not occupied in centuries. His treasures gleamed, catching light they had not reflected in so long he had forgotten they could shine so bright. The Heart shard pulsed in response, and Orion felt something he had not experienced in three hundred years.

      Alarm.

      The Heart shard was responding to her, recognizing her magic, reaching toward her light like a plant toward sun. The crystal blazed brighter than it had in decades, and he could feel the ley lines throughout his mountain warming, could feel the very stone around them stirring as if from long sleep. She reached toward the shard, hand extended with fingertips that glowed gold, and he knew with absolute certainty that if she touched it, something would happen. Something irreversible. Something that would shatter the careful stasis he had maintained for three hundred years, the equilibrium between guilt and existence that kept him functioning.

      That was when he chose to reveal himself, unwrapping the shadows he had coiled around his form like a second cloak, allowing his presence to manifest fully. The temperature in the chamber dropped ten degrees as his power unfurled.

      “I would not do that if I were you.”

      She spun with gratifying speed, hand going to her throat where a bronze star clasp caught the light. Her eyes widened, recognition blooming across her face as she saw him fully for the first time. Even in human form, the dragon always showed through—in the predator’s grace of his movements, in eyes that had seen centuries pass and kingdoms fall, in the absolute stillness that came from being apex, from having nothing left to fear except himself. She was seeing it now, understanding exactly what she had walked into.

      But she did not run. Did not scream. Did not beg. Did not throw herself at his feet as some had, or spit defiance as others had, or attempt some futile attack as the truly foolish ones did.

      She stood her ground, hand still at her throat, and said in a voice that shook only slightly, “Lord Thorn. I have come to bargain.”

      The audacity of it struck him like a physical blow. The sheer, impossible audacity. The dragon roared to sudden alertness, and the scent of her hit him fully for the first time at this distance—pine needles from the mountain’s slopes, yes, but under that the smell of her village, of bread baking and wool smoke and human warmth. And underneath that, woven through everything, the intoxicating scent of pure Mirth-Magic, joy made tangible, hope crystallized into something he could taste on the back of his tongue. It hit him like a physical fever, a sudden, unwanted warmth that made his dragon snarl deep in his chest. Joy made tangible, hope crystallized, a scent that tasted like the single, terrifying truth he had spent centuries attempting to sterilize from the world.

      He made himself laugh—a sound like distant thunder, rusty from disuse and edged with genuine dark amusement. When had he last laughed? Had it been with Isadora, in the time before, when he had still believed in the possibility of happiness? No, that could not be right. He must have laughed during his rampage, at the futility of those who stood against him, at the irony of heroes falling to the monster they had helped create. But he could not remember the sound of it, could not recall what laughter felt like when it was not a weapon.

      “Bargain?” He let the word roll out with all the weight of his centuries, his voice dropping to a resonance that made the treasures around them hum in sympathy. “Little Mirth-Mage, you have entered my domain uninvited, approached my greatest treasure without permission, and now you speak of bargains? You walk into the monster’s lair and expect negotiation? Do you have any idea what I do to thieves?”

      “I am not a thief.” Her chin lifted slightly higher, though he could see the pulse racing at her throat like a trapped bird, could hear her heartbeat accelerating. Fear, yes, but not the mindless terror he was accustomed to inspiring. This was courage forged in necessity, a sharp, defiant will that still burned bright despite three years of constant draining. “I am Vera March of Thornwick Village. And I have come to save the world you helped break.”

      The words landed like perfectly aimed arrows, each one finding a gap in armor he had thought impenetrable. His humor curdled into something darker, something that tasted of ash and old rage.

      “The world I broke.” He moved closer, noting how she fought the instinct to retreat, how her feet stayed planted even as her body wanted to flee. Each step brought him nearer, until he could see the flecks of green in her amber eyes, until he could count the freckles across her nose, until he could feel the heat of her Mirth-Magic like a candle flame against the winter of his presence. The scent of her intensified—pine and determination and underneath it all, that impossible warmth, that scent of joy he had thought the world no longer capable of producing. “Yes. I suppose I did. And what makes you think I have any interest in seeing it saved? What makes you think I have not arranged the world precisely as I wish it to be?”

      She gestured to the Heart shard with a hand that trembled only slightly, and even that small tremor felt like a victory for her, as if steadiness would have cost more than she could afford. “Because you kept the shard. You could have destroyed it completely, ground it to powder, scattered it to the winds where it could never be recovered or used. But you kept it. Protected it. Enshrined it here at the center of your hoard. You built a mausoleum to your loss. Why risk taking more when it brings you no comfort? That means something.”

      Clever little thing. Too clever by half. Too observant. Too willing to see patterns he had tried to bury.

      He circled her slowly, dragon instincts cataloguing weakness and strength with the efficiency of three centuries of predation. She was exhausted, running on willpower alone, burning the last reserves of magic just to stay upright. Her magic reserves were nearly depleted—he could sense it in the flicker of her power, the way her light guttered like a candle in wind. She had a blade at her hip that would not even scratch his human form’s skin, a foolish bit of steel that she probably thought gave her some measure of security. Yet she turned to keep him in sight, that warm magic flickering around her like candle flame in wind, refusing to give him her back.

      “I kept it as reminder of what happens when dragons trust,” he said, and was proud that his voice remained steady, that none of the turmoil beneath showed through. “Nothing more. A monument to my own stupidity, to the day I learned that love itself could be weaponized.”

      Three centuries of hoarding treasures had taught him one truth: accumulation did not fill the emptiness; it only amplified the silence. “Do not mistake preservation for sentimentality, little mage.”

      He had seen reports of scattered alliances forming—humans and non-humans seeking strength in numbers against the Gloom. It was foolish, disorganized, yet persistent. He filed the thought away: another variable in the calculation of world collapse.

      “I do not believe you.”

      The simple statement stopped him mid-stride. When was the last time anyone had dared contradict him? When was the last time anyone had dared speak to him at all beyond begging for mercy or screaming curses? She met his gaze with amber eyes that saw too much, that somehow looked past the monster to something underneath. It was unbearable. It was... intriguing.

      He closed the distance between them in one fluid motion, catching her chin in his hand and forcing her to meet his gaze fully. His touch was cold—he kept his body temperature low to preserve energy, a dragon’s habit from centuries of stillness. But where his skin met hers, warmth bloomed. Heat transferred between them, her mortality seeping into his eternal cold, and the sensation was shocking in its intimacy. He could feel her pulse under his fingers, that fragile bird-wing flutter of human life, could feel the fever heat of magic burning too hot for her frame to contain. She was dying on her feet, he realized. The magic expenditure had pushed her body past sustainable limits, and she was running on fumes and determination. Her core temperature was too high, her pulse too fast, her breathing too shallow. Every moment she maintained that golden glow was eating her alive from the inside.

      And he could smell her. Gods, the scent of her this close was overwhelming. Joy made tangible, hope crystallized, every good thing he had spent three centuries trying to forget. But underneath that, the copper tang of blood—she had bitten her tongue or cheek during the climb, some small injury that spoke of how close to collapse she truly was. It filled his lungs, invaded his senses, made the dragon in him snarl with something that was not quite hunger but felt equally consuming. Protective instinct warred with territorial law—she was dying and intruder both, and the confusion caused a cold devastation that briefly eclipsed the three centuries of rage he had cultivated. The dragon demanded possession, but the man recoiled from the prospect of possessing something so fragile and doomed.

      “You dare⁠—”

      “You are destroying yourself as surely as you are letting the world destroy itself,” she interrupted, apparently deciding that if she was going to die, she might as well speak her mind. The words tumbled out with the force of something too long held in. “And that kind of self-punishment only comes from someone who once cared too much, not too little. Cruelty is easy. It is indifference that takes no effort. But you—you have built a prison of your own guilt, furnished it with reminders of what you have done, and locked yourself inside. That takes dedication. That takes someone who once cared so deeply that caring became impossible to bear.”

      He held her there, caught between crushing her fragile bones and... something else. Something that felt dangerously like respect for her courage, or perhaps for her foolishness, or perhaps simply for her willingness to name what he had never spoken aloud. Her eyes never wavered from his, amber meeting silver, warm meeting cold, life meeting death. The Heart shard pulsed behind them, its light painting them both in shades of gold, and suddenly the chamber felt too small, the air too thick.

      Something was building. Something was happening. His hand still gripped her chin, her pulse still fluttered against his fingers, and the warmth was spreading up his arm, into his chest, burrowing into places he had sealed away.

      His other hand moved unconsciously to the hidden locket, fingers pressing against its shape through his shirt, and her eyes tracked the movement. Too observant. Too clever. Too dangerous to everything he had built.

      He should kill her now. Should end this before⁠—

      The sensation hit him with the force of an avalanche, of a mountain falling, of every carefully constructed defense he had built shattering at once. He tasted ash in his mouth and felt his human form shudder violently; every scale on his body wanted to erupt and mark her with fire, but his hands remained fiercely still, fighting the primal command to claim her instantly.

      It started in his chest, where his hand pressed against the locket, where her warmth had begun to seep in. A pull, visceral and undeniable, as if invisible threads connected him to this small, fierce woman who dared stand in his domain. The dragon, which had been merely curious, suddenly roared to full wakefulness, and the word that had been a whisper became a scream that echoed through every fiber of his being.

      MINE.

      No. Not possible. Not after three hundred years. Not with someone who should be prey, should be nothing, should be meaningless. But the certainty slammed through him with the force of instinct older than thought, older than reason, old as dragons themselves. Every nerve in his body suddenly aligned to her presence. Her scent stopped being pleasant and became necessary, as vital as air or blood. Her pulse under his fingers became the rhythm his heart wanted to match. The sound of her breathing was suddenly the most important sound in the world, proof that she lived, that she was here, that she was real.

      The mate bond. The bond he had thought he was incapable of forming again, that he had believed died with Isadora even though she had never been what he thought. The bond that happened once in a dragon’s life, if they were fortunate, and marked a connection that transcended reason or choice. It recognized before the conscious mind could process, declared truth before logic could form arguments. And it had chosen her.

      His carefully maintained control shattered like ice under a hammer. The dragon surged forward with possessive fury, and he barely managed to stop himself from pulling her against him, from wrapping around her, from claiming what every instinct screamed was his. Mine, the beast roared, and with it came the full weight of draconic claiming law—the right of a dragon to declare ownership over anything within their territory, especially a mate. The bond gave him that right by every tradition his kind had ever held. She had entered his domain, the mate bond had formed, and therefore she belonged to him by double claim. Territory and destiny both declared her his property to keep, to protect, to possess. It was law older than kingdoms, more fundamental than morality. He released her chin as if burned, stumbling back, and felt the loss of contact like a physical wound. The threads between them pulled taut, demanding proximity, and it took every ounce of three centuries of discipline to stop himself from closing that distance again. The human part of him, the part that had learned guilt and conscience and the weight of choices, recoiled in horror at the possessive certainty flooding through him. This was how monsters thought. This was the logic that led to hoarding people like treasures, to believing that want equaled right. He had destroyed the world once following draconic law without question. He would not—could not—do it again, mate bond or not.

      “No,” he said, and his voice came out rough, raw, stripped of its usual controlled resonance. “No. This is not possible.”

      She stared at him, her hand rising to her chest, her eyes wide with confusion and something that might have been recognition. Could she feel it too? Humans did not always sense the mate bond as strongly as dragons did, but sometimes, if their magic was strong enough, if their soul was resonant enough⁠—

      He could not think. Could not breathe. His entire existence, three hundred years of carefully maintained balance, had just been upended by a woman who smelled like joy and spoke with too much insight. The dragon was howling in triumph, clawing at his control, demanding he claim her, protect her, keep her here where she would be safe and his and never leave. The rational part of his mind was screaming warnings—that he would destroy her as he destroyed everything, that monsters did not get mates, that this was some cosmic joke designed to punish him further.

      And underneath it all, in a place he had thought sealed forever, something that might have been hope stirred for the first time in three centuries. Terrifying, unwanted, undeniable hope—a weakness that threatened his carefully maintained penance. To hope meant he had to risk existing again, had to surrender the comfortable numbness of his isolation, and that prospect was more lethal than any enemy. Perhaps redemption was not impossible. Perhaps he could have something beyond punishment and memory and slow fade into nothing.

      “What bargain did you have in mind, Vera March of Thornwick Village?” The words emerged without his conscious decision, his voice rougher than intended, scraping from a throat gone suddenly dry. Even asking felt like surrender, like acknowledging that he would not simply kill her and return to his carefully maintained damnation.

      Hope bloomed across her face like sunrise, like spring after endless winter, and the sight of it sent another shock through the bond. Mate, his dragon purred with satisfaction so deep it felt like the purr of the earth itself. Ours. Keep. Protect. Claim.

      He forced himself to remain still as every instinct screamed to move closer, to touch her again, to verify that she was real and solid and here in his domain where he could keep her safe from the dying world outside. This could not be happening. This should not be happening. He had spent three centuries building this prison of isolation and guilt, and she had walked into it with her impossible warmth and shattered everything with her mere existence. The mate bond thrummed between them, invisible but undeniable, and he could feel it trying to tell him things—that she was brave beyond reason, that her magic resonated with his in ways that should not be possible, that her soul carried light to his darkness.

      For the first time in three hundred years, Orion Thorn felt the foundations of his carefully ordered world crack and shift, as if this small woman’s presence had awakened something he had thought dead forever. The dragon in him recognized her as mate before his conscious mind could form the word, and the realization was as terrifying as it was undeniable. She stood there with her exhausted courage and her impossible hope, utterly unaware that she had just become the most dangerous thing to ever enter his domain—not because she threatened his life, but because she threatened something far more precious and far more terrifying. She threatened the possibility that he might have a future beyond this slow death of penance, and he did not know if he could survive that kind of hope. But as the mate bond settled into his bones with the certainty of gravity, he knew with absolute clarity that his existence had just been divided into two epochs: before Vera March, and after.
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      Vera’s fingers found the next handhold in the cliff face, her muscles screaming protest as she hauled herself upward through the pre-dawn darkness. The servant’s entrance should be just above this ledge, according to the cartographer’s map—assuming the dying man hadn’t lied with his final breaths, assuming three centuries hadn’t collapsed the passage, assuming she wasn’t about to climb directly into a dragon’s jaws. Her boot slipped on loose scree, sending pebbles clattering into the void below, and she pressed her face against cold stone while her heart tried to hammer its way out of her chest. The fall wouldn’t kill her immediately, which was somehow worse. She’d have plenty of time to contemplate her mistakes on the way down.

      The ledge appeared through the gloom exactly where the map had promised. Vera pulled herself over the edge and lay flat for a moment, gasping, her arms shaking with exhaustion. A week of traveling through Gloom-touched lands had left her hollowed out—the Ashwood Tangle’s poisonous shadows had whispered her parents’ dying screams until she’d wanted to claw her own ears bloody, and the mountain cold had seeped into her bones with fingers that felt like they’d never leave. She’d used so much Mirth-Magic just surviving the journey that her power felt like a candle flame in a hurricane, guttering and weak.

      But she was here. The servant’s entrance gaped before her, a narrow opening in the mountainside that looked like it had been cut with surgical precision. No weathering softened its edges. No moss grew in its cracks. Three hundred years, and the stone looked fresh as the day it had been carved.

      Dragons didn’t just hoard gold. They hoarded perfection itself.

      Vera forced herself to stand, legs wobbling, and approached the entrance. The temperature dropped with each step, but it wasn’t natural cold—this was magic, old and powerful enough that she could taste it on her tongue like copper and ozone. Her mother had described draconic power once, comparing it to standing at the base of a waterfall and feeling the weight of all that water pressing down. Vera hadn’t understood then. She understood now. The air itself felt heavy here, saturated with ancient magic that made her little spark of Mirth-Magic feel like a child’s toy brought to a battlefield.

      The entrance swallowed her whole. One moment she was outside in the pre-dawn grey, the next she stood in a corridor that defied every law of architecture she knew. It should have been cramped and narrow, befitting a servants’ passage. Instead it soared upward into shadows her eyes couldn’t penetrate, wider than Thornwick’s main street, the walls covered in draconic script that pulsed with faint silver light. Each rune was perfect, its lines crisp and clear, as if the magic that sustained them had never wavered in three centuries of isolation.

      Her footsteps echoed wrong. The sound came back changed, distorted, as if the fortress itself was listening to her intrusion and judging whether she deserved to continue. The back of her neck prickled with the uncomfortable sensation of being watched, though she saw no eyes in the darkness, heard no breathing besides her own ragged gasps.

      Vera pressed her hand to her mother’s star clasp—the only thing she had left of her parents besides grief and determination—and drew a careful breath. “You can do this,” she whispered to herself, her voice strange and small in the oppressive silence. “You’ve come too far to turn back now. Hugo is counting on you. Grandmother Ash is counting on you. The entire village—” Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat and tried again. “One foot in front of the other. That’s all. Just keep moving.”

      The corridor stretched ahead, unchanging, and she forced her exhausted body forward. Every instinct screamed at her to run, to flee back to the entrance and down the mountain and home to safety. But safety was an illusion. There was no safety left in the world, not with the Gloom spreading like a cancer, consuming everything in its path. Her parents had died trying to stop it. She would not dishonor their sacrifice by turning coward now.

      The first trap announced itself with a shift in air pressure that made her ears pop. Vera froze mid-step, one foot hovering above the floor, her heart suddenly racing. The corridor ahead looked identical to the one behind—same silver-lit runes, same soaring ceiling, same perfect black stone. But her magic-sense, weak as it was, shrieked warnings that raised every hair on her body.

      She crouched slowly, examining the floor without touching it, looking for trip wires or pressure plates or any physical mechanism. Nothing. The stones were as seamless as everywhere else, not even a crack to mark where one ended and another began. Whatever trap waited here was purely magical, which meant it would be designed to kill quickly and efficiently. Dragons didn’t waste time on elaborate deaths.

      Vera closed her eyes and reached for her depleted Mirth-Magic, drawing on the memory of Hugo’s terrible jokes—the ones he told to make children laugh during the worst Gloom days, the ones so bad they circled back around to funny through sheer determination. Golden light bloomed in her palm, warm and familiar, and she shaped it into a small sphere about the size of an apple. Her hands shook with the effort. Three years ago, before her parents died, this would have been effortless. Now it cost her everything she had left.

      She tossed the light-sphere forward, watching it arc through the air. It made it three feet before shattering against an invisible barrier that erupted with violet lightning. The magical discharge crackled across the corridor from wall to wall, ceiling to floor, so bright she had to shield her eyes. When it faded, the sphere was gone—not dissipated, but unmade, erased from existence as thoroughly as if it had never been.

      Death ward. Touch it and her heart would stop between one beat and the next. The map had mentioned protections, but not their specific nature or locations. She was navigating blind, with nothing but instinct and the scraps of knowledge her mother had taught her about draconic security.

      “Think like a dragon,” Vera muttered, studying the invisible barrier that wanted to kill her. Her breath came out in small clouds—the temperature had dropped further, cold enough now that frost formed on the stone walls in delicate patterns. “What would a dragon value in an intruder?”

      Not strength. No human could match a dragon’s physical power. Not magic—her little spark of Mirth-Magic was nothing compared to the forces that hummed through these walls. But perhaps audacity? The courage to walk knowingly into danger? Dragons were proud creatures. Their traps wouldn’t just kill. They would test worthiness, separating the brave from the cowardly, the honorable from the craven.

      The old laws of hospitality. Her mother had taught her about them, the ancient codes that governed behavior between dragons and lesser beings. They were outdated now, relics from an age when dragons had walked openly among humans, before the Sundering, before the Heart shattered. But dragons were creatures of tradition. They remembered.

      Vera pressed her hand to her mother’s star clasp for courage, then spoke clearly to the corridor itself, her voice steady despite the fear that made her stomach churn. “I am Vera March of Thornwick Village. I come seeking audience with Lord Orion Thorn. I bring no army, bear no weapons that could harm him, and carry no theft in my heart.” The words felt formal and strange on her tongue, but she forced herself to continue. “By the old laws of hospitality, I request safe passage.”

      Her magic, though weak, flowed outward in a smooth, practiced curve, adhering precisely to the required ancient formula

      For a moment, nothing. The violet lightning continued its deadly dance across the barrier, crackling with barely contained violence. Then, like morning mist touched by sun, the ward began to dissolve. The lightning flickered once, twice, and died. The pressure in the air released so suddenly that Vera’s ears popped again.

      The fortress had heard her. Acknowledged her. Permitted her to continue.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, though she didn’t know if the fortress could hear gratitude or if it even cared. She stepped through where the ward had been, half-expecting it to snap back into place and stop her heart mid-beat. But the corridor remained clear, the air merely cold instead of deadly, and she released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

      The second test came at a branching of passages. Three identical corridors led in different directions, each one pulling at her with subtle magic that tried to influence her choice. The left promised warmth and rest—she could almost smell fresh bread and hear a hearth fire crackling, could almost feel soft blankets and safety calling to her exhausted body. The right sang of treasure and glory, everything she’d ever dreamed of just a few steps away, wealth enough to save Thornwick ten times over without needing to face the dragon at all. The center remained dark and cold, offering nothing but the certainty of more struggle, more tests, more chances to fail and die alone in this ancient place.

      The smart choice seemed obvious. Take the left, rest and recover her strength, then continue refreshed. Or take the right and simply grab what she needed without confronting the Ash-Bringer at all. But her mother’s voice echoed in her memory, soft and sad from the weeks before she died: True paths rarely comfort. They simply are.

      Vera took the center path. The moment she committed, stepping fully into that dark corridor, the other two passages vanished. Not faded, not closed—simply ceased to exist, as if they’d been illusions all along. Perhaps they had been. Perhaps both would have led to quick deaths for those foolish enough to choose comfort over truth.

      The third test nearly broke her. The corridor opened into a vast chamber that stole her breath—not with beauty but with sheer impossible wrongness. She needed to cross to reach the far doorway, but the floor was missing. Or rather, it was there but not there, visible only in her peripheral vision. When she looked directly at it, she saw nothing but empty space dropping down into darkness that seemed to have no bottom. Her eyes told her she would fall. Her magic-sense whispered that the floor existed. The contradiction made her head spin and her stomach lurch with vertigo so intense she had to grip the doorframe to keep from pitching forward.

      “You can do this,” she told herself, her voice shaking. “It’s just a test. Just an illusion. The floor is there. It has to be there.” But her body refused to believe what her mind insisted, refused to take that first step into apparent emptiness. She stood frozen in the doorway, courage warring with terror, until her legs began to tremble from more than just exhaustion.

      Finally, she closed her eyes. If she couldn’t trust her sight, she would trust touch. She sank to her hands and knees like a child learning to crawl, feeling ahead with careful fingers. The floor was there, solid and cold beneath her palms, real as anything she’d ever touched. Inch by inch, she crept forward, keeping her eyes squeezed shut against the temptation to look and verify what she was doing.

      Halfway across, her concentration slipped. Her eyes opened involuntarily—just a flutter, barely a moment—but it was enough. Suddenly she was suspended over nothing, the floor vanished beneath her, and she was clinging to air that shouldn’t hold her weight. Panic slammed into her chest like a physical blow. Her Mirth-Magic guttered and died, darkness rushing in from all sides, cold and absolute. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Could only feel herself falling, falling, falling⁠—

      No. She forced her mind away from the terror, reaching desperately for anything that could anchor her. Hugo’s jokes. Grandmother Ash’s cackle when she won at cards. Her mother’s voice humming while she painted, her father’s off-key whistling in his workshop. The memories hurt—they always hurt, sharp as fresh wounds even three years later—but they also healed. They reminded her why she was here, what she was fighting for, who would die if she failed.

      Her Mirth-Magic flickered back to life, weak and stuttering but present. The floor solidified beneath her hands once more, real and solid and there. She kept her eyes clamped shut for the rest of the crossing, crawling like a terrified animal until her questing fingers found the far doorway’s threshold. Only then did she let herself collapse, shaking so hard her teeth chattered, gulping air like she’d been drowning.

      “Dragons,” she gasped to the uncaring stones, “have a terrible sense of hospitality.”

      But she was through the outer defenses. The Heart shard’s call grew stronger now, pulling at her magic like a lodestone, giving her exhausted body the strength to stand and continue forward. She passed through halls lined with alcoves, each one containing treasures that would have funded kingdoms. A crown dripped liquid starlight, drop by precious drop, into a golden basin that never overflowed. A sword hummed with barely contained storms, lightning crackling along its blade in patterns that made her eyes water. Books whispered secrets in languages she didn’t recognize, their pages turning of their own accord, and she could smell old leather and older magic, could hear the susurrus of a thousand voices speaking across centuries.

      She touched nothing. Looked at nothing too long. The Heart shard was all that mattered—everything else was distraction, temptation, another test she couldn’t afford to fail.

      The fortress itself seemed to be changing around her, though she couldn’t quite pin down how. The lights grew subtly brighter as she passed, as if the runes were responding to her presence. The temperature rose incrementally, the killing cold retreating until she could no longer see her breath. Corridors that should have branched opened straight ahead instead, a clear path where the map had indicated a maze. It was helping her, she realized with a chill that had nothing to do with temperature. The fortress was guiding her, accepting her, facilitating her intrusion in ways that made no sense.

      She should have been relieved. Instead, unease crept up her spine like spider legs. Why would the Ash-Bringer’s fortress help a human thief? Unless it wasn’t helping—unless this was another test, more subtle than the others, designed to lull her into false confidence before the real trap sprang shut.

      When she finally reached what could only be the hoard chamber’s entrance, she had to stop and simply breathe. The doorway was carved in the shape of a dragon’s maw, teeth of black stone framing an opening large enough to swallow a house. Beyond lay a darkness that her eyes couldn’t penetrate, but she could feel the space—vast beyond comprehension, saturated with magic so dense it pressed against her skin like water.

      Her hand found her mother’s star clasp again, gripping it so hard the metal edges bit into her palm. This was it. No more corridors. No more tests. Just her and the Heart shard and whatever fate waited beyond those stone teeth.

      Vera stepped through the dragon’s maw and forgot how to breathe.

      The chamber stretched out like a frozen sea of accumulated centuries, terraces upon terraces rising and falling in impossible geography. Gold coins formed dunes that caught light from sources she couldn’t identify, creating shadows that moved wrong, that seemed deeper than physics should allow. Weapons of legend stood in racks like common tools—she recognized Stormbreaker from the old songs, and beside it the Dawn Blade that had supposedly been destroyed in the Sundering, both perfectly preserved, their enchantments still humming with deadly purpose. These were not just treasures; they were the last remaining history of entire civilizations—artifacts whose loss had defined the current age, confirming that Orion’s isolation was a tragedy felt across the realm.

      Tapestries that should have been in museums—that should have crumbled to dust and memory centuries ago—hung pristine against the walls, their colors so vivid they seemed to glow with inner light. On polished black shelves nearby, sets of intricately detailed pottery, gleaming with a high bronze glaze from the lost Sunstone Era, stood arranged with surprising care, hinting at a domesticity long past.

      She could smell age here, and magic, and something else underneath both—the faint musk of dragon, wild and strange, making her hindbrain scream warnings even as her conscious mind struggled to process the sheer scale of what she was seeing.

      And there, raised above everything else on a pedestal of twisted gold and crystal that seemed to grow organically from the floor, the Heart shard blazed with dying light.

      It was magnificent. And heartbreaking.

      The crystal, large as a man’s head, pulsed with golden radiance that she recognized in her bones, in her blood, in the very core of her depleted magic. This was what remained of the world’s joy made manifest, the crystallized hope of generations, slowly fading like the last ember of a cosmic fire. Her parents had died to create just a reflection of such power—a tiny fragment that had sustained Thornwick for three years. This was the source itself, the original, and it was dying. Each pulse came slightly weaker than the last, the light dimming incrementally, counting down to the moment when it would finally gutter out and leave the world to the Gloom forever.

      Her feet moved without conscious thought, carrying her forward through a path that wound between piles of treasure. Each step felt significant, heavy, as if she was walking toward something momentous. The Heart shard’s light washed over her, and her depleted Mirth-Magic responded like a flower turning toward the sun. For the first time since her parents’ death—since she’d held their cooling bodies while the fragment they’d created pulsed weakly in the dirt beside them—her power felt whole. Complete. As if she’d been trying to paint with a single color her entire life and had suddenly discovered the entire spectrum existed, had always existed, waiting for her to remember how to see.

      The closer she got, the more the Heart shard seemed to recognize her. Its pulsing synchronized with her heartbeat, beat for beat, until she couldn’t tell where her rhythm ended and its began. Its light painted her skin gold, erasing the grey pallor of Gloom exposure that had marked her for months. She could feel its need radiating outward in waves—its loneliness, its desperate desire to be whole again, its grief for all the joy that had been lost when it shattered.

      “Magnificent,” she breathed, the word pulled from her without conscious thought.

      She stood before the pedestal now, neck craned back to look up at the shard. It was even larger up close, its faceted surface containing depths that seemed to go on forever, reflecting and refracting light in patterns that hurt to look at directly. Inside its crystalline heart, she could see things—fragments of memories that weren’t hers. Children laughing at a Solstice Festival centuries past, their faces bright with wonder as they watched magical lights dance overhead. Lovers exchanging gifts beneath stars that no longer shone so bright, their joy pure and uncomplicated. A dragon—younger, unscarred, silver eyes warm with something that might have been love—placing a ring on a woman’s finger while golden light blessed their union and the watching crowd cheered.

      That dragon was dead now. The Ash-Bringer had killed him along with everything else beautiful in the world.

      Her fingers reached out, trembling. Not with greed—Grandmother Ash had raised her better than that—but with the desperate hope of someone drowning who’d just spotted a rope. If she could just touch it, just establish a connection, maybe she could understand how to reforge it. Maybe she could save everyone she loved before the Gloom consumed them all.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      The voice came from shadows she hadn’t noticed were occupied, deep and cultured and dangerous as an avalanche held back by willpower alone. Every muscle in Vera’s body locked up in primal terror. She spun, her hand flying to her mother’s star clasp in an instinctive gesture of protection that would do absolutely nothing against what stepped into the light.

      She’d seen him in her scrying dreams, the ones that came when she pushed her magic too hard and the boundaries between present and past blurred. But dreams hadn’t prepared her for the reality of Orion Thorn.

      He stood well over six feet, his broad shoulders and warrior’s build evident even in the elegant dark clothing he wore. The fabric looked deceptively simple—black on black, perfectly tailored—but she could feel the magic woven into every thread, protections and enhancements that would turn any blade, resist any spell, make him nearly impossible to kill. His face was angular, aristocratic, beautiful in the way a blade was beautiful—all dangerous edges and deadly purpose. Black hair with premature silver streaks fell to his shoulders, and around his neck, a silver torque gleamed with its own inner light, the draconic runes etched into its surface proclaiming his ancient lineage to anyone who knew how to read such things.

      But it was his eyes that stopped her heart. Silver like winter moonlight, but with depths of gold that shifted and moved like living things. Dragon eyes in a human face, watching her with an intensity that made her feel like prey that had walked willingly into a trap. There was intelligence in those eyes, and power, and something else—something that looked almost like pain, buried so deep she might have imagined it.

      The Ash-Bringer. The destroyer of the Heart. The monster from every cautionary tale of her childhood.

      And he was beautiful in the way avalanches were beautiful—magnificent and terrible and absolutely lethal.

      Her mouth went dry, but she forced words past her terror. She had one chance at this. One opportunity to save everyone she loved. She wouldn’t waste it on fear. “Lord Thorn. I’ve come to bargain.”

      He moved closer, each step precise and controlled, a predator’s grace in every motion. This close, she could smell him—storm winds and ancient magic and something wild that made her primitive brain gibber warnings. But underneath that, unexpectedly, the scent of books and ink, as if he’d spent recent hours in a library rather than terrorizing the world. “Bargain.” He studied her with an intensity that made her skin prickle. “You walk into my home uninvited, survive traps designed to kill intruders, and now stand before my greatest treasure speaking of bargains. Either you’re remarkably brave or remarkably stupid.”

      “Desperate,” Vera said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. “There’s a difference.”

      Something flickered in his expression—not quite amusement, but close. His head tilted slightly, like a hawk examining prey from a new angle. “Desperate enough to die for it?”

      “I’ve already decided I’m willing to die for it.” She gestured to the Heart shard behind her, its golden light painting them both. “I came here knowing I might not leave. But my village—the entire world—doesn’t have that choice. The Gloom takes it from them day by day.”

      He circled her slowly, and she turned to keep him in sight even as her heart hammered against her ribs. “And what makes you think I care about the world’s fate? I helped break it. Perhaps I’m content to watch it end.”

      “Because you kept the shard.” She watched his face for reactions, using every scrap of training her mother had given her about reading people. “You could have destroyed it completely, ground it to powder, scattered it to the winds. But you didn’t. You put it on a pedestal in the center of your hoard, where you’d see it every single day for three centuries.” Something flickered in his eyes—surprise, maybe, or anger at being so easily read. “That’s not the action of someone content with destruction. That’s punishment. Penance.”

      He stopped mid-stride, studying her with an intensity that made her skin prickle with more than fear. “You presume to understand me based on where I keep my treasures?”

      “I understand what it’s like to carry something that hurts.” Her hand went to her mother’s star clasp without conscious thought. “To keep a reminder of failure close because letting it go would be worse. Because as long as it hurts, you remember. As long as you remember, some part of what was lost stays alive.”

      His expression shifted, something dangerous and vulnerable crossing his face before he could mask it. “Careful, little Mage. You’re treading on ground you don’t understand.”

      “Then help me understand.” She took a step toward him, exhaustion making her reckless. “You hoarded this shard for three hundred years. Preserved it. Protected it. At what cost? How much of yourself did you lock away in this fortress along with it?”

      “That’s enough⁠—”

      “I’ve spent three years doing the same thing.” The words tumbled out before she could stop them. “Holding Thornwick together with fragments and hope and self-sacrifice. Giving pieces of myself away until there’s almost nothing left, because if I stop, if I let go for even a moment, everyone I love dies. You think you’re the only one who knows what it means to be destroyed by the very thing you hold onto?”

      The temperature dropped, frost spreading across the gold at his feet. But his eyes—those impossible dragon-gold eyes—fixed on her with something that looked almost like recognition. “You compare your village to what I’ve lost?”

      “I compare how we’ve both chosen to lose ourselves rather than face what we’re afraid of.” Her voice shook now, but she pressed forward anyway. “You’re afraid that if you let go of your rage, your isolation, your self-punishment, you’ll have to face that the man who created the Heart is still in there somewhere, still capable of caring. And I’m afraid that if I stop sacrificing myself for others, I’ll have to admit that I’m terrified of being as powerless as I was the day my parents died.”

      It struck him: his isolation wasn’t penance; it was the ultimate act of holding tight to guilt, protecting his self-punishment from the risk of genuine redemption.

      Silence fell between them, heavy as the weight of centuries. He stared at her, and she saw the exact moment something shifted in his expression—anger melting into something raw and unguarded.

      “You broke yourself getting here,” he said, and his voice had gone quiet, stripped of theatrical menace. “I can feel it. Your magic is depleted to nothing. Another few hours and you would have died from the exposure alone.”

      “Yes.”

      “You knew this. Planned for it, even. Decided your life was an acceptable cost.”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s not bravery.” His hand shot out, gripping her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. His touch burned cold, but beneath it she felt something else—concern, maybe, or fury at her recklessness. “That’s the same self-destruction you’re accusing me of. The same foolish martyrdom.”

      Her magic flared in response to his proximity, weak and guttering but responding to something in him she didn’t understand. The Heart shard pulsed brighter, not just recognizing their connection, but echoing the fierce, undeniable spark of hope she refused to let die.“Then we’re both fools. The difference is, I’m a fool who’s asking for help—who is choosing to give up my isolation—instead of rotting alone in a fortress full of treasures that don’t matter.”

      His grip loosened fractionally. They stood frozen, predator and prey, except she couldn’t tell anymore which was which. His thumb brushed her jaw, perhaps unconsciously, and she saw something crack in his carefully constructed armor.

      “You have no idea what you’re asking of me,” he said, but the words lacked conviction.

      “I’m asking you to choose differently than you have for three hundred years. I’m asking you to let someone else carry the weight for once.” She held his gaze, refusing to look away. “And I’m asking you to let me do the same. Because neither of us can save anything if we’re too broken to try.”

      He released her abruptly, stepping back, and she saw the war playing out across his face—centuries of carefully cultivated isolation battling against something newer, something that looked almost like hope. “You’re exhausted. Depleted. You can barely stand.”

      “I’ll manage⁠—”

      “You’ll collapse within the hour.” He moved away from her, toward the shadows at the chamber’s edge, and she realized he was giving himself distance. Creating space to think. “Three centuries I’ve been alone in this fortress. Three centuries of watching the world suffer consequences I helped create. And you walk in here, half-dead from your own martyrdom, and dare to—” He stopped, running a hand through his hair in a gesture that was startlingly human. “You’re either the bravest fool I’ve ever met or the most dangerous.”

      Vera’s magic flared in response, not in attack but in defense, an instinctive reaction she couldn’t have stopped if she’d tried. Golden light erupted around her, creating a bubble of warmth that pushed back against the killing cold. It wasn’t much—barely a candle’s worth of power—but it was hers, and it refused to be extinguished. The light pressed outward, and she saw his eyes widen fractionally in what might have been surprise.

      But the effort cost her everything she had left. She’d spent too much reaching this place, too much navigating his tests, too much maintaining the facade of bravery when all she wanted to do was curl up somewhere safe and cry until there were no tears left. The light flickered, dimmed, and the room began to spin around her.

      Darkness rushed in from the edges of her vision. Her knees buckled, and she had just enough time to think that dying in a dragon’s lair was a stupid, pointless end before the world tilted sideways and the floor rushed up to meet her.

      She never hit the ground. Strong arms caught her, impossibly gentle for someone who’d just been radiating murder, cradling her against a chest that was warmer than she’d expected and solid in a way that made her feel oddly safe. Which was insane. She was in the arms of the Ash-Bringer. Safety was an illusion.

      “Foolish little Mage,” she heard him murmur, his voice strange now, almost wondering. One hand came up to brush hair away from her face, and the gesture was so careful, so unexpectedly tender, that it confused her more than anything else that had happened. “You’ve exhausted yourself completely. When did you last eat? Rest?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she managed, though forming words took more effort than it should. Being held by him made thinking difficult—he was warm despite his cold touch moments ago, and solid, and some treacherous part of her brain wanted to just relax into his strength and let someone else carry the burden for once. “The Heart⁠—”

      “Will still be dying tomorrow.” He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, adjusting his grip until her head rested against his shoulder. She was too tired to protest, too exhausted to maintain even the pretense of resistance. “And you’ll be no use to anyone if you collapse and die in my hoard chamber.”

      “Are you... helping me?” The words came out slurred. The darkness was winning, pulling her under despite her best efforts to stay conscious and aware.

      “I’m preventing you from dying in my hoard chamber. The paperwork would be tedious.”

      Despite everything—the terror, the exhaustion, the absolutely insane situation she’d put herself in—Vera felt her lips twitch toward a smile. “Dragons have paperwork?”

      “Dragons have standards.”

      He was carrying her somewhere, his footsteps sure and steady even though her eyes had closed and she couldn’t see where they were going. She should probably be concerned about that, should probably be fighting and demanding answers. But his arms were warm, and she was so very tired, and the Heart shard’s light seemed to follow them, painting the inside of her eyelids soft gold.

      “Rest now. Eat when you wake. Then we’ll discuss your ridiculous quest.”

      “You’ll help?”

      He paused mid-step, and she forced her eyes open to look up at him. His expression was unreadable, a mixture of annoyance and something else, something that looked almost like wonder, as if she’d presented him with a puzzle he couldn’t quite solve.

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      But he was still holding her, still carrying her deeper into his lair instead of casting her out or worse. And when her failing magic finally guttered out entirely, leaving her defenseless and vulnerable in the dragon’s clutches, he only held her more carefully, as if she were something precious. Something that might break if mishandled.

      “Sleep, little Mage,” he said, and there was definitely something different in his voice now. Something that hadn’t been there before—a warmth that contradicted everything she knew about the Ash-Bringer. “You’re safe here.”

      She wanted to argue that safety in a dragon’s lair was an oxymoron, that she should demand promises and guarantees before losing consciousness. But exhaustion pulled her under like a tide, irresistible and complete, and the last coherent thought she had was that his heartbeat, steady against her ear where her head rested on his chest, sounded almost nervous. As if he was uncertain. As if holding an unconscious human woman was somehow more terrifying than all the battles he’d fought and won.

      Terror still gripped her even as consciousness faded—she was at the mercy of the most dangerous creature in existence, with no guarantee he wouldn’t simply add her to his hoard as another curiosity, another trophy of power. But beneath the terror, swimming up through the darkness like something surfacing from deep water, she felt something else entirely. Trust. Irrational, illogical, completely insane trust in a monster who should have killed her the moment she set foot in his fortress. Which was probably the most terrifying thing of all, more frightening than the traps or the killing cold or the confrontation itself. Because somewhere between entering Nightspire and losing consciousness, between facing death and being caught before she fell, Vera March had stopped seeing only the Ash-Bringer and started seeing Orion Thorn. And that changed everything.
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      The intruder’s scent reached Orion before he saw her—autumn leaves and rain-soaked earth, underlaid with something sharper. Magic. Not the corrupted stench of Gloom, but something warm and alive that had no business existing in his frozen fortress.

      He moved through the corridors with predatory silence, wings tucked tight against his back, every sense focused on the creature foolish enough to breach his wards. The fortress itself whispered warnings through stone and shadow, alerting him to the trespasser’s location. His treasure vault. Of course. They always went for the gold first, as if coins and jewels were the true prize in a dragon’s hoard.

      Rage simmered beneath his skin, hot enough to crack stone. Three centuries he’d maintained his exile without interruption, and now some thief had the audacity to walk into Nightspire as if his wards were suggestions rather than commands. He would make an example of this one. String the corpse from the ramparts as a warning to anyone else who thought the Ash-Bringer had grown soft in his isolation.

      The vault doors stood open, an impossibility that made his lips pull back from his teeth. Those doors required his blood and his will to open. The wards layered over them should have flayed the skin from anyone who tried to breach them. Yet they hung wide, inviting, as if welcoming an honored guest.

      He stepped through, magic crackling around his fingertips, ready to incinerate whatever was stupid enough to be stealing from him. The words of killing rose to his tongue, ancient and terrible, the kind of magic that left nothing but ash and memory.

      Then he saw her.

      Small, mortal, utterly insignificant in the vast space of his vault. She stood before the Heart shard’s pedestal, her hand outstretched but not quite touching, her head tilted as if listening to something he couldn’t hear. Auburn hair caught the shard’s golden light, and even from across the chamber he could see the exhaustion in the set of her shoulders, the way she swayed slightly on her feet.

      She should have been nothing. Just another human seeking to steal what wasn’t hers, to profit from his pain. He’d killed for less. Would kill for less again.

      But she turned, and those amber eyes met his, and something in his chest stuttered.

      “Lord Thorn,” she said, and her voice carried no fear. Wariness, yes. Respect, perhaps. But not the terror that should have been choking her. “I’ve come to bargain.”

      The words he’d prepared—the threats, the violence, the promise of slow death—died unspoken. Because his dragon, the beast that had once leveled cities and earned him the title Ash-Bringer, had gone utterly still. Not with the stillness before the strike, but with something far more dangerous.

      Recognition.

      No. He slammed mental walls into place, ancient dragon disciplines meant to separate beast from mind. The technique had taken decades to master, centuries to perfect. It had kept him sane through Isadora’s betrayal, through the long years of exile. It would work now.

      “You dare.” The words came out rough, scraping past confusion and the beginning of something that felt horribly like panic. “You dare enter my domain, breach my wards, stand before my hoard, and speak of bargains?”

      She flinched but held her ground, chin lifting in defiance that should have enraged him. “I dare because the world is dying, and you have something I need to save it.”

      He moved closer, stalking around her in a slow circle, assessing. Threat evaluation came automatically after three centuries of paranoia. She was small, barely reaching his shoulder, built for agility rather than strength. No visible weapons, though the staff leaning against the pedestal hummed with worked magic. Her clothes were travel-worn, practical, marked with the kind of stains that spoke of hard journeying. Mortal, definitely mortal, with the short lifespan and fragility that implied.

      Weak. Vulnerable. Utterly at his mercy.

      His dragon pressed against his control, insisting on something his rational mind refused to acknowledge. He reinforced the mental barriers, pouring power into the disciplines that kept beast and man separate. The effort made his temples throb, but he held the walls firm. The only calculation that mattered was ownership: she had threatened the equilibrium of the hoard, and therefore, her fate was his to decide. To spare her was to consciously relinquish the dragon’s sacred right to discard what no longer served the whole.

      “You need,” he repeated, tasting the word. “What you need is to explain how you passed my wards before I decide whether your death should be quick or educational.”

      “I’m a Mirth-Mage.” She turned with him, refusing to give him her back, smart enough to recognize a predator when she saw one. “Your wards are impressive, but they’re designed to break will through despair. Joy is a different frequency entirely.”

      Clever. Annoyingly clever. He could smell the truth of it on her, that warm scent that had no business in the Gloom’s shadow. Mirth magic. He hadn’t encountered it in decades, not since the Gloom had started consuming everything bright and good in the world.

      “Joy.” The word felt foreign on his tongue. “You wield joy while the world rots. How delightfully naive.”

      “Not naive. Defiant.” She met his eyes without wavering, and something about her directness made his chest tighten. “Someone has to remember what we’re fighting for, or what’s the point of fighting at all?”

      He should kill her. Every rational part of his mind insisted on it. She’d breached his sanctuary, seen his treasures, stood before the Heart shard that was both his greatest prize and deepest shame. She was a security risk, a complication, a problem that could be solved with a single precise application of dragonfire.

      His hand rose, claws extending, heat building in his throat. One strike. That’s all it would take. Quick and clean, and his solitude would be restored.

      She didn’t run. Didn’t even step back. Just watched him with those impossible amber eyes, and he could see her pulse jumping in her throat, could smell the fear finally bleeding into her scent. But she held her ground.

      The mental walls cracked, just slightly, and his dragon surged through the gap. Mine. The word carried such certainty that it took all his considerable will to shove the beast back. Not mine. Not anything. Just an intruder. Just another human who would die and turn to dust like all the rest.

      “The Heart shard,” she said quietly. “It’s dying.”

      “I know.” The words came out as a growl.

      “I can save it. Reforge what was broken. But I need your help.”

      “The Heart cannot be reforged.” He forced the words through clenched teeth, rebuilding his mental barriers even as his dragon battered against them with increasing violence. “I shattered it myself. What’s broken stays broken.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Simple words, but they hit him like a physical blow. “I think you’re lying. To yourself, maybe. To the world, definitely. But the Heart is calling to the other shards, trying to reunite. It wants to be whole again.”

      “What the Heart wants is irrelevant.”

      “Is it?” She turned back to the pedestal, and panic spiked through him, sharp and irrational. His dragon screamed a warning he couldn’t translate. “Because it’s been singing since I entered the fortress. Can’t you hear it?”

      “Don’t—” The command came too late.

      She reached out, her fingertips brushing the Heart shard’s surface, and reality fractured.

      Light exploded through the chamber, golden and pure, chasing away shadows that had festered for three centuries. The shard blazed like a captive sun, responding to her touch with an intensity it had never shown for him. Magic poured from it in waves, washing over them both, and Orion felt the moment it reached into his chest and wrapped around something vital.

      His mental walls shattered like glass.

      The bond crashed into him with the force of an avalanche, obliterating three centuries of careful control in a single instant. Every discipline he’d mastered, every technique he’d used to keep his dragon contained, every barrier between beast and man—all of it swept away by a truth so fundamental it rewrote reality.

      Mate.

      Then her magic rose to meet it. Mirth and Joy, pure and untainted, flooded through the connection the Heart had forged. It crashed into him like a tidal wave, drowning out centuries of careful numbness. For one impossible instant, he felt what she felt—hope so bright it burned, determination forged in desperation, and underneath it all, exhaustion so profound he didn’t know how she was still standing.

      And beneath even that, so faint he almost missed it, the first stirring of recognition. She felt it too. The bond. The pull. The wrongness of standing apart.

      No. He threw every scrap of power he possessed into rejecting the connection. Drew on three hundred years of isolation, of carefully maintained solitude, of walls built so high nothing should breach them. Dragons mated once. He’d had his chance with Isadora. This was impossible, a trick, a magical malfunction born of the Heart’s corrupted state and his own desperate loneliness.

      The bond didn’t care about his logic. It settled into his bones like molten gold, rewriting instincts he’d thought carved in stone. His dragon roared its triumph, no longer caged by discipline but free and wild and absolutely certain.

      “No.” He snarled the word, even as his body betrayed him, moving closer when he should have been retreating. “No, this isn’t real.”

      She swayed, her hand dropping from the shard, and he was there before conscious thought could engage. His arms closed around her as her knees buckled, catching her against his chest, and the moment their skin made full contact, the bond he’d been denying slammed home with enough force to drive the air from his lungs.

      Heat. Her body heat, her heartbeat, her scent, all of it drowning his senses. The fortress itself seemed to sigh, as if some tension he hadn’t noticed had finally released. Every cell in his body reorganized around a new truth so fundamental that denying it felt like denying gravity.

      She fit perfectly against him. That was the terrifying part. As if his body had been waiting three centuries for exactly this shape, this weight, this woman. Her head tucked beneath his chin, her hand curled against his chest, her magic humming in harmony with his in a way that should have been impossible.

      He tried again to reject it, to summon the disciplines that had sustained him through exile. Reached for the cold logic that had kept him sane when Isadora’s betrayal should have destroyed him. Found the place inside himself where he’d buried every soft emotion, every vulnerability, every weakness that could be exploited.

      The bond burned through all of it like dragonfire through parchment.

      “What did you do?” The words came out strangled, barely human. Not an accusation. A plea. Because if this was real, if the bond was genuine, then everything he’d believed about himself was wrong.

      She stirred against him, consciousness already slipping away as magical exhaustion claimed her. But she managed to mumble something that sounded like “didn’t know,” before her body went limp in his arms.

      Orion stood frozen, this slip of a woman cradled against his chest, and tried one final time to sever the connection. He was old, powerful, had mastered magics that would make younger dragons weep. He poured everything he had into cutting the bond, into restoring the careful isolation that had protected him for three centuries.

      The bond didn’t even waver. If anything, it grew stronger, as if his resistance only proved its authenticity. Real bonds couldn’t be severed by will alone. Only death could break them, and even then the survivor carried the scars forever.

      Which meant this was real. Impossible, unwanted, absolutely terrifying, but real.

      His dragon purred, content in a way it hadn’t been since before Isadora’s betrayal. This was right. This was natural. This was what had been missing from his hoard all along. Not gold or jewels or ancient artifacts, but this. Her. Vera March, Mirth-Mage, intruder, mate.

      “This can’t be happening.” He forced the words through clenched teeth, making one last desperate attempt to apply logic to a situation that defied it. “Isolation. Trauma response. Three centuries of solitude manifesting as false connection. The Heart is corrupted. This is a side effect of its dying magic.”

      But even as he said it, he knew he was lying. Because the Heart shard had confirmed what his dragon knew in its bones. The way it had responded to her touch, the way their magics had woven together, the way the fortress itself had welcomed her—all of it pointed to a truth he’d spent the last few minutes desperately denying.

      She was his mate. His fated mate. The bond he’d thought impossible had just snapped into place with all the subtlety of an avalanche, and no amount of resistance could change that fundamental fact.

      The question was what he was going to do about it.

      He could still kill her. The thought rose with cold logic. End her life before the bond fully formed, before it became impossible to separate them. He’d survive. Had survived worse. The pain would be nothing compared to what he’d already endured.

      His arms tightened around her protectively, and he knew with absolute certainty that he couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it. His dragon would tear him apart from the inside before it allowed harm to come to her.

      Which left him with only one option. Keep her here. Safe. Protected within his territory where nothing could harm her. He could help with her ridiculous quest if only to ensure she didn’t go running off alone to get herself killed. Could pretend this was about the Heart shard and saving the world rather than the terrifying truth that Vera March had walked into his carefully maintained exile and shattered every defense he’d built.

      The guest chamber materialized around them, and he realized with distant surprise that he’d walked the entire distance without conscious thought. The fortress was helping, smoothing his path, eager to welcome its new lady. The bed turned down by itself, covers pulling back in invitation.

      He laid her down carefully, hyperaware of her fragility. Humans broke so easily. She’d survived the journey here through sheer determination, but he could see the toll it had taken. Dark circles bruised the skin beneath her eyes. Her clothes hung loose, speaking of weight lost to desperate travel. Small cuts and scrapes marked her hands, her arms, anywhere skin showed.

      His dragon snarled at the evidence of her suffering. Someone should have protected her. Should have kept her safe. Should have ensured she never needed to make such a dangerous journey alone.

      Someone like her mate.

      The thought made his hands curl into fists. He straightened, intending to leave, to put distance between them while he figured out how to process what had just happened. But when he tried to step back, her hand shot out with unerring accuracy and caught his wrist.

      “Stay.” The word was barely a whisper, slurred with exhaustion, but it stopped him as surely as chains.

      His dragon rumbled its satisfaction, content to obey. The man, the part that remembered betrayal and pain and three centuries of careful isolation, tried one final time to resist. To pull away. To restore the distance that had kept him safe.

      The bond wouldn’t let him. Or perhaps, more accurately, he wouldn’t let himself. Because beneath the fear and the resistance and the desperate attempts to deny reality, some part of him recognized the truth. He didn’t want to leave. Didn’t want distance. Wanted to crawl into that bed beside her and hold her until the terror subsided and he could think clearly again.

      Instead, he sank onto the edge of the bed, still caught by her hand, and tried to understand what was happening to him. In three centuries of exile, nothing had disturbed his careful equilibrium. He’d perfected the art of existing without living, of watching the world rot without caring, of maintaining his punishment without hope of redemption.

      Then this slip of a woman had walked into his lair, touched the Heart shard, and torn apart every carefully constructed defense as if they were made of paper.

      Her eyes fluttered open, amber meeting silver-blue, and for one perfect moment there was no fear in her gaze. Just sleepy confusion and something that might have been recognition.

      “You stayed,” she said.

      “You needed rest.” His voice came out rougher than intended, scraped raw by emotions he’d spent hours trying to suppress. “Magical exhaustion can be fatal if not properly managed.”

      “You could have let me die.” She struggled to sit up, and he had to physically restrain himself from helping, from touching her again, from giving the bond any excuse to dig deeper. “It would have solved your problem.”

      “You’re not a problem.” The words escaped before he could stop them, truth forced out by a bond he was still trying to reject even as it settled into his marrow.

      Her eyes widened slightly, and he watched her become aware of their proximity. Him sitting on the edge of her bed, close enough that she could feel his body heat, close enough that if she leaned forward just slightly their lips would meet. His dragon purred at the thought, already imagining the taste of her, the way she’d fit against him, the claim he could make with kiss and bite and bond.

      She licked her lips nervously, and heat shot through him that had nothing to do with dragonfire and everything to do with hunger he hadn’t felt in three hundred years.

      “Lord Thorn—” she started.

      “Orion.” The correction came out as a command. “If you’re going to invade my home and make impossible demands, you might as well use my name.”

      “Orion.” The way she said it, soft and careful as if tasting something precious, made his dragon rumble with pleasure and made the man curse silently at his own weakness. “About that bargain⁠—”

      “Later.” He stood abruptly, needing distance before he stopped fighting and gave in completely. Like pulling her into his arms properly. Like marking her as his for all the world to see. Like surrendering to the bond and accepting that fate had given him something he’d been certain he didn’t deserve. “You need food. Water. A proper bath.”

      She looked down at herself, seeming to realize for the first time how travel-worn she was. Dirt smudged her skin, her clothes were torn and stained, and her hair had come loose from whatever braid she’d started with. “I suppose I am rather a mess.”

      “The bathing chamber is through there.” He gestured to a door that materialized as if the fortress had been waiting for the request. “I’ll bring food.”

      “Bring food?” She blinked at him. “I thought you were alone here.”

      “I am.”

      “Then who—” Understanding dawned in her eyes. “You’re going to serve me? Yourself?”

      “I’m ensuring you don’t collapse from neglect in my fortress.” He moved toward the exit, not trusting himself to look at her directly. “There’s a difference.”

      “Is there?”

      The question stopped him at the threshold. He turned back despite his better judgment, and found her watching him with an expression he couldn’t quite read. Hope, perhaps. Curiosity. And underneath it, a wariness that suggested she wasn’t entirely foolish. She knew she was at his mercy. Knew she should be afraid.

      But she’d come anyway. Had walked into his lair with nothing but determination and a desperate plan, and that kind of courage was rare enough to be precious. The bond whispered its approval, recognizing strength in her that matched his own, and he found himself wavering in his resistance. Perhaps fate wasn’t cruel. Perhaps this was what redemption looked like. Perhaps three centuries of exile had been preparation for this moment, this woman, this impossible second chance.

      “You said you came to bargain,” he said, instead of admitting any of that. “Clean yourself up. Eat. Then we’ll discuss your ridiculous plan to save the world.”

      “It’s not ridiculous.”

      “It’s completely ridiculous.” He paused, watching hope bloom across her face. “But I find myself curious about how you think it could work.”

      He left before she could respond, before the gratitude in her eyes could completely shatter what remained of his resolve. The door closed behind him with a soft click, and he leaned against it, breathing hard, trying to reassemble the control he’d maintained for three centuries.

      Inside the chamber, he could hear her moving. The soft rustle of fabric as she stood. The quiet pad of footsteps toward the bathing room. The rush of water as the taps turned on by themselves, heated by the same magic that kept his fortress habitable.

      And underneath it all, steady as a drum, her heartbeat. He could hear it through the stone, through the wards, through every defense he’d built to keep the world at bay. The bond insisted on translating that rhythm into a single word. Mine, it seemed to say with every pulse. Mine, mine, mine.

      He’d tried to reject it. Had thrown everything he had at severing the connection, at restoring the isolation that had kept him sane through three centuries of exile. The bond had ignored every attempt, settling into him with the permanence of bone and blood.

      Which meant he had a choice. Not whether to accept the bond—that decision had already been made by forces beyond his control. But how to respond to it. He could fight it every step of the way, could make them both miserable with his resistance. Or he could surrender to the inevitable and see where it led.

      His dragon knew which path it preferred. The beast had stopped raging the moment he’d carried her to the guest chamber, content now that their mate was here, safe, protected within their territory. But the man—the man who’d loved and lost and learned that trust was just another weapon—still hesitated at the edge of that surrender.

      Because Vera March had walked into his carefully maintained exile carrying something he’d thought impossible to regain. Not just hope for the world’s salvation, but something far more dangerous. The possibility that he wasn’t finished. That the long centuries of waiting for an end might have been preparing him for a beginning instead. And that beginning was currently in his bathing chamber, humming softly to herself despite exhaustion and danger and every rational reason to be afraid, filling his fortress with a sound it hadn’t heard in three hundred years. Life. Joy. The possibility that not everything beautiful had to end in ash and betrayal. His dragon rumbled its satisfaction while his mind still raced through implications and consequences and the thousand ways this could destroy them both. But beneath the fear and the resistance and three centuries of careful isolation, something else stirred—something that grew stronger with each passing moment, with each breath she took, with each beat of her heart echoing through the bond he’d finally stopped fighting. Hope. Fragile and terrifying and absolutely real. Her scent clung to his clothes, autumn leaves and rain-soaked earth mixed with his own smoke and ash, marking him as thoroughly as any claim. He could still feel the warmth of her skin against his palms, the flutter of her pulse beneath his fingertips, the way her magic had hummed in harmony with his own. The bond sang in his blood, content and certain, no longer something to fight but something to protect. And Orion Thorn, the Ash-Bringer, Last of the Elders, found himself walking toward the kitchens with a sense of purpose he hadn’t felt since the day he’d shattered the Heart of Aetherindor, knowing that he’d just made a choice that would change everything, even if he wasn’t quite ready to admit it yet.
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